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Research into Kafka is like entering an intricate, convoluted burrow of his handiwork, 
the way dark and dreary, but illuminating at times. And the days pass so quickly while 
you are trying to find your way out that by the time you emerge from the darkness, 
you realise that you have stayed for much longer than you originally planned to. But 
perhaps that is another strategy that Kafka employs to keep his burrow free from 
strangers who want nothing more than a glimpse of that wonderful monstrous maze. 
As for the persistent ones who eventually emerge, hungry and tender, from the other 
side, a feast is spread out to welcome them, at the burrower’s expense. I am enjoying 
this feast right now. 
 
I am grateful to my supervisor, Dr John Phillips, for the guidance and friendship he 
has provided me with throughout the duration of my project. I want to thank Wei Wei 
for introducing me to Kafka in her module. Without that introduction and the 
complementary critical readings that came with it, I would never have written this. I 
would also like to thank the following people whose support and encouragement have 
helped me to complete my writing: Yh, Ben, Yeo Huan, and Bo. And not forgetting 
my family, who has been a great source of support for me all this while. Finally, 
special thanks to Lorraine for proofreading my paper and providing me with timely 
comments and amendments. 
 
I leave you with a quote from Kafka, written shortly before he passed away, and one 
which I am particularly fond of. 
 
It is entirely conceivable that life’s splendour surrounds us all, and 
always in its complete fullness, accessible but veiled, beneath the 
surface, invisible, far away. But there it lies – not hostile, not reluctant, 
not deaf. If we call it by the right word, by the right name, then it 
comes. This is the essence of magic, which doesn’t create but calls. 
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My paper seeks evidence to prove an intrinsic relationship between corporeality and 
Kafka’s oeuvre. I argue that many of Kafka’s narratives are in fact manifestations of 
his own bodily concerns and anxieties. I believe that most of these insecurities are 
linked to the ways in which Kafka thought about life, health, sexuality, selfhood and 
identity, and they reflect, most importantly, his fundamental struggle with death and 
mortality. More importantly, I see the body as a tool in Kafka’s fiction which helps to 
shape and propel the narratives forward while serving, at the same time, as a central 
theme in many of his stories. For this project, Kafka’s The Complete Short Stories 
will serve as my primary text. In addition, his autobiographical writings, including the 
“Letter to His Father,” will also be examined. A number of the longer short stories in 
the book have been chosen for an extended reading, and the list is as follows: “The 
Judgement,” “A Hunger Artist,” “In the Penal Colony,” “The Metamorphosis,” 
“Investigations of a Dog,” “A Report to an Academy,” “Josephine the Singer, or the 
Mouse Folk,” and “The Burrow.” I focus on the image of the artist in these narratives 
and trace from them a pattern of physical regression beginning from the human to the 
animal and finally to a nonentity. This trajectory of the devolving body of the Kafkan 
artist forms the backbone of my main discussion. At the same time, I will also be 
drawing on other shorter pieces in the book as and when they serve to lend clarity to 
my argument.  
 [1] 
 






Often many long years must pass before the ear is ripe for a certain 
story. But human beings must die – like our parents and indeed 
everything which we love and fear – before we can understand 
them properly. 
 
– Franz Kafka, Conversations with Kafka:  




The first time I read Kafka was in an undergraduate module called “The Body: 
Politics, Poetics, Perception.” Two of his short stories, “In the Penal Colony” and 
“The Metamorphosis,” were included in the dossier for the course. In addition, we 
were given handouts in class containing excerpts from his letters and diaries, excerpts 
which had one thing in common: they were all writings concerning the body. Some of 
the passages dealt with the body as a concept, an idea; at other times, we read about 
his thoughts on how people lived and worked with their bodies; and finally, there 
were occasions when it was Kafka’s own body that was being discussed, analysed, 
and evaluated.  
 Among Kafka’s writings concerning the body which I read that semester, one 
in particular stood out. It is a diary entry dated November 22, 1911. 
 
 1
 It is certain that a major obstacle to my progress is my physical condition. 
Nothing can be accomplished with such a body. […] My body is too long for 
its weakness, it hasn’t the least bit of fat to engender a blessed warmth, to 
preserve an inner fire, no fat on which the spirit could occasionally nourish 
itself beyond its daily need without damage to the whole. How shall the weak 
heart that lately has troubled me so often be able to pound the blood through 
all the lengths of these legs? […] What could it accomplish then, when it 
perhaps wouldn’t have enough strength for what I want to achieve even if it 
were shorter and more compact. (TD 124-5) 
 
It is clear from this excerpt that Kafka finds his body to be an impediment to him. 
Because he views his body as “too long” and “too weak” to even sustain himself and 
keep him nourished, he does not see how it can help him in other aspects of his life, 
particularly his artistic aspirations. As he writes emphatically, “Nothing can be 
accomplished with such a body.” Yet, this despair with his body did not stop Kafka 
from writing. If anything, it propelled him to greater heights in his literary career. In 
addition, his desperate need to write was further fuelled by an acute awareness that 
time was never enough for what he wanted to accomplish because of his mortality. In 
his diary on July 31, 1914, he wrote:  
 
I have no time. General mobilization. K. and P. have been called up. Now I 
receive the reward for living alone. But it is hardly a reward; living alone ends 
only with punishment. Still, as a consequence, I am little affected by all the 
misery and am firmer in my resolve than ever … I will write in spite of 
everything, absolutely; it is my struggle for self-preservation. (TD 300) 
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Solitude was a reward to Kafka, for it allowed him to focus all his time on writing. 
Yet at the same time Kafka knew that it was a punishment to write.1 For the act of 
writing is very much a bodily experience. When one writes, energy is needed to focus 
and create, and the act leaves the writer exhausted. Kafka, perhaps more than anyone 
else, was well aware of this. When he finished the short story “The Judgement,” he 
wrote in his diary: “I was hardly able to pull my legs out from under the desk, they 
had got so stiff from sitting. The fearful strain and joy, how the story developed 
before me, as if I were advancing over water. Several times during this night I heaved 
my own weight on my back” (TD 212). This corporeal act of writing, which brings 
with it a mixture of pain, stiffness, fear, joy, and exhaustion, is precisely the reason 
why Kafka was convinced that physical fitness was a prerequisite if he wished to 
succeed as a writer. Like life itself, Kafka saw writing as a struggle. And it was a 
struggle that could have been made easier had he been blessed with health and 
vitality. However, the unfortunate condition of Kafka’s body while he was alive – his 
weak constitution and his tendency to give in to anxiety attacks and insomnia – 
increased the problems he had to deal with as he strove to realise his ambition. 
Nevertheless, Kafka succeeded in producing a number of remarkable tales during his 
life, and he has been lauded as one of the most important fiction-writers of the 
twentieth century since his death in 1924. How, then, did he manage to achieve this, 
and what can be said about the physical and psychological problems that he suffered 
                                                 
1 In his diary, Kafka states another reason why he suffers when he is alone, and, more importantly, this 
is also the main reason why he hopes to get married: “Inability to endure life alone, which does not 
imply inability to live, quite the contrary, it is even improbable that I know how to live with anyone, 
but I am incapable, alone, of bearing the assault of my own life, the demands of my own person, the 
attacks of time and old age, the vague pressure of the desire to write, sleeplessness, the nearness of 
insanity – I cannot bear all this alone” (TD 225). This desire for companionship, when combined with 
the conflicting desire for solitude (in order to be able to write), gives rise to the central paradox in 
Kafka’s person as well as in his writings. This concept of the Kafkan paradox is an important one and 
will be discussed at length in the next chapter. 
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 from? Did these problems have an impact on the stories he wrote, and if so, how are 
we to read Kafka in the light of these concerns which very clearly affected him and 
his writings? These are not easy questions. I will, however, take my chances with 
them in this paper. 
 This discussion seeks to examine the body in Kafka’s work. I take as my 
premise the notion that writing, especially for Kafka, is essentially a corporeal 
experience. In particular, I am interested in how the body and corporeality are treated 
in Kafka’s fiction, and how this in turn affects the way (or ways) his stories are 
written and read. For this paper, Kafka’s The Complete Short Stories will serve as my 
primary text. Given the space and time constraints imposed upon this project, it will 
not be possible for me to discuss and address all of the stories in the book. Instead, I 
have selected a number of the longer short stories for an extended reading, while 
drawing on other shorter pieces as and when they serve to further the discussion. The 
list of stories chosen for a sustained reading is as follows: “The Judgement,” “In the 
Penal Colony,” “A Hunger Artist,” “The Metamorphosis,” “A Report to an 
Academy,” “Investigations of a Dog,” “Josephine the Singer, or the Mouse Folk,” and 
“The Burrow.”  
 These short stories shall be divided and given separate attention in the next 
four chapters. I will give details of this in a while. For now, I would like to establish a 
few principle concerns and observations from which this thesis has developed. To 
begin with, I suggest that there is an intrinsic relationship between corporeality and 
Kafka’s creative output. As I have mentioned earlier, Kafka saw writing as a 
corporeal activity which demands of the writer his or her time, energy, and, most 
importantly, an uninterrupted physical presence until the very act of the writing itself 
is complete. No writing can take place unless a writer fulfils all these conditions. 
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 Kafka, having decided that literature was to be his calling,2 was constantly afraid that 
he might, in the course of his life and his writing, fall short of one or more of these 
requirements. His distress over his body was therefore a result of his unsatisfactory 
physical condition and his constant fear of not being able to write. This observation 
can be further strengthened, through a close reading of selected autobiographical 
writings,3 by Kafka’s preoccupation with his own body, its inadequacies, and the 
insecurities and embarrassment he suffered as a result. Details of these confessions 
and revelations have been recorded primarily in his diaries and notebooks, 
particularly the autobiographical “Letter to His Father,”4 and occasionally in his 
letters and other correspondences. I posit that many of Kafka’s fictional narratives are 
in fact manifestations of his own bodily concerns and anxieties, and I will prove this 
in the chapters that follow. I believe that most of these bodily concerns are linked to 
the ways in which Kafka thought about life, health, sexuality, selfhood and identity 
(including his Jewishness), and they reflect, most importantly, his fundamental 
struggle with death and mortality.  
 While I am not going to attempt the (impossible) task of defining the body in 
Kafka’s work, I do want to highlight that the idea of the body, for the purposes of this 
discussion, covers the physical entity (the body in general, both of the human and 
                                                 
2 In a letter to Hermann Bauer, the father of Felice Bauer, the latter to whom he was twice engaged, 
Kafka confesses: “I am nothing but literature, and I neither can nor want to be anything else” (quoted 
in Blanchot 1989, 64). Elsewhere in his diary, Kafka also states: “I hate everything that does not relate 
to literature, conversations bore me … to visit people bores me, the sorrows and joys of my relatives 
bore me to my soul” (TD 225). 
3 I am referring here to the notebooks, diaries, and the letters that Kafka wrote to his family, his friends, 
and the women he was romantically involved with at various points in his life. Kafka had requested 
that these writings and correspondences be destroyed after his death, but they were mostly preserved, 
against his wish, and subsequently published after his death.  
4 Kafka’s “Letter to His Father,” a self-confessional piece of writing originally intended for Hermann 
Kafka but never delivered, is a long essay detailing the reasons why Kafka was afraid of and even 
paralysed by his father’s mere presence and corporeality (HF 163). In the essay Kafka also states the 
reasons why he feels ashamed of his body when he compares himself to Hermann Kafka’s impressive 
bulk, and the intense guilt he suffers because of his father’s goading for his sexual urges and his 
unwillingness to take over the family business. To an extent, Kafka, in his letter, attributes his sense of 
insecurity and his low self-esteem to growing up under the shadow of his father.  
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 other animals) as well as the psychosomatic conditions and tendencies (such as pain, 
laughter, fear, ecstasy, guilt, stress, excitement, panic attacks, depression, and so on) 
which accompany this physical entity. Before I go any further, I must emphasise that 
the mind and the body are not to be seen here as two separate entities. Rather, they are 
interdependent parts which make up the human being. To be human is to be in 
possession of a consciousness that stems from and at the same time develops and 
interacts with our corporeal being. As Mark Johnson reflects: 
 
The human mind is not contained in the body, but emerges from and co-
evolves with the body. […] A human being is a body-mind, that is, an organic, 
continually developing process of events. Human mind and meaning require at 
least a partially functioning human brain within at least a partially functioning 
human body that is in ongoing interaction with complex environments that are 
at once physical, social, and cultural. (279) 
 
This necessarily multivalent image and concept of the body (and mind) is pertinent to 
my reading of Kafka. When we examine his texts, it will become clear that he seldom 
tells a story without bringing in the body in one way or another. Indeed, I argue that 
we see in Kafka a tendency to use the body as a tool to produce meanings and propel 
the narrative forward. In addition, I also want to suggest that there will be no stories if 
not for the corporeal, for the body is the basis from which Kafka’s narratives develop. 
This interconnectivity between the body and the story, what Peter Brooks has 
described as “a semioticization of the body which is matched by a somatization of 
story” (xii), is what makes my reading of Kafka’s texts via the idea of the corporeal a 
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 productive one. Through a careful examination of Kafka’s work, I hope to shade light 
on how the body helps to shape his stories both structurally and thematically.  
 The next chapter takes a closer look at Kafka’s body and its complicated 
relationship with his writerly-self. It also examines the problem of communication 
and language, and the ways in which Kafka deals with this in his writings as well as 
his interpersonal relationships. At the same time, the chapter will explore the ways in 
which Kafka uses notions of the body to develop a unique narrative style for his 
stories. Two of Kafka’s texts, “The Judgement” and the “Letter to His Father,” are 
discussed in this chapter. The “Letter” reveals some of the emotional scars that Kafka 
suffers under the reign of his father, and this in turn serves to shed light on his sense 
of physical inferiority and other insecurities with his body. “The Judgement,” one of 
the most important texts in the Kafkan oeuvre for reasons I shall elaborate on later, is 
examined to show how Kafka uses the body as a metaphor for the structure of the 
text, and the common qualities that may exist between the body and the narrative style 
of some of his stories.  
 The rest of the paper will look at how the body functions thematically in 
Kafka’s fiction. Chapters 3 and 4 as well as the conclusion focus on the image (and 
body) of the artist in Kafka’s texts. In particular, I argue that we can see, from the 
stories to be discussed, a gradual physical regression of the Kafkan artist, which goes 
something like this:  
 
HUMAN Æ ANIMAL Æ NONENTITY 
 
This evolutionary degeneration of the artist in Kafka’s work will form the backbone 
of these three remaining chapters in the paper. In my discussion, I will track this 
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 pattern of devolution via the different protagonists and assess the significance of this 
observation in relation to Kafka’s writing as well as his body and self. For Chapter 3, 
the human artists in the two narratives “In the Penal Colony” and “A Hunger Artist” 
will be examined. Chapter 4 continues to trace the degeneration of the Kafkan artist 
by looking at four of Kafka’s texts, beginning with “The Metamorphosis.” This is 
followed by “A Report to an Academy,” “Investigations of a Dog,” and “Josephine 
the Singer, or the Mouse Folk,” three narratives connected to one another by a 
common presentation of an animal protagonist. At the same time, the concept of the 
becoming-animal,5 which is also pertinent to my discussion, will be discussed in the 
chapter. The concluding chapter focuses on “The Burrow,” one of Kafka’s last stories, 
and makes references to the earlier stories discussed. This chapter also marks the end 
of the trajectory of the devolving Kafkan artist, and in summing up I consider the 
possibility (and difficulties) of reading Kafka in the light of everything that we have 
looked at, particularly the relationship of his narratives to his body and the 
autobiographical materials that have been made available to us. 
 To be sure, I do not see Kafka’s autobiographical writings as a solution or an 
answer to his otherwise complicated and enigmatic literary texts. What I hope to 
underline, rather, is the point that we cannot read Kafka’s fiction in isolation from his 
person. While I am aware of the complications and the limits of biography as a means 
to better understand the fiction of an author,6 the merits that can be achieved from this 
                                                 
5 Deleuze and Guattari discuss the idea of “becoming-animal” in Kafka’s works in their book Kafka: 
Toward a Minor Literature. As they observe, “To become animal is to participate in movement, to 
stake out the path of escape in all its positivity, to cross a threshold, to reach a continuum of intensities 
that are valuable only in themselves” (1986 13). 
6 Russell A. Berman, in his article “Tradition and Betrayal in ‘Das Urteil’,” acknowledges the 
usefulness of biographical information, but cautions against an over-reliance on these materials when 
reading Kafka’s fiction: “As important as these biographical and intertextual references may be in 
illuminating single aspects of the text [in-question], they necessarily fall short of a penetrating account 
of the work itself. […] Interpretations of the story that tie it too firmly to such personal information fail 
to account for the fascination that this text in particular has exercised on both professional critics and 
the larger reading public” (Rolleston 86). In addition, Leigh Gilmore points out some of the constraints 
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 exercise, especially for a writer like Kafka, far surpass the risks that one must take for 
a study like this. As Leigh Gilmore observes, within the limits of autobiography lies a 
negation that is at the same time a potential; it is the “productivity of the limit” that 
can be found at the fringes of all autobiographical writings. “In swerving from the 
centre of autobiography toward its outer limits,” Gilmore promises, we can “convert 
[this] constraint into [an] opportunity” (14). It is this potential productivity that I seek 
to uncover in this discussion. In the chapters that follow, I will show how we can (and 
must) read Kafka’s fiction alongside his autobiographical materials, and how a 
conscious effort to do so will enable us to better understand some of his motivations 
for writing the way he did. 
 I believe that Kafka’s autobiographical texts make up a significant portion of 
his literary corpus.7 To say that Kafka identified himself first as a writer before 
anything else – son, brother, lawyer, Jew – is not an exaggeration. This means that 
Kafka-the-person (the self, the autos) and Kafka-the-writer (the other self) are distinct 
but, at the same time, inseparable identities. This complex but important relationship 
between the self (that is) and its other (that writes) positions Kafka in a unique way in 
his fiction, a point that is further underscored by his autobiographical writings which 
have been made available to us. So it is “useless to ask whether the letters are a part of 
the oeuvre or whether they are the source of some of the themes of the work … we 
must think of the letters in general as belonging to the writing, outside the work or 
                                                                                                                                            
of autobiography in her book The Limits of Autobiography: “Where does autobiography end and fiction 
begin? How do the fictive and the autobiographical traverse each other, and what prompts – or bars – 
their crossing?” At the same time, she also highlights that valuable insights can be gleaned from careful 
studies involving autobiography (14-5). 
7 For a brief introduction to autobiography and its relation to art, history and literature, James Olney 
has a good article titled “Autobiography and the Cultural Moment: A Thematic, Historical, and 
Bibliographical Introduction,” which traces the development of autobiography in literary studies and 
the possibilities of reading it as literature. In the essay, Olney also explores how the act of writing on or 
critiquing other people’s autobiographies inevitably gives rise to the critic’s own autobiography, further 
complicating the act of autobiography and what it ultimately entails. Inside Autobiography: Essays 
Theoretical and Critical, p3-27. 
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 not” (Deleuze and Guattari 1986, 32). And while the Diaries show us that Kafka 
wanted only to write, they make us see in Kafka “something more than a writer; they 
foreground someone who has lived rather than someone who has written: from then 
on, [Kafka] is the one we look for in his work” (Blanchot 1995, 1).   
 When we read Kafka’s autobiographical writings, especially his diaries, it is 
not difficult to discover that he felt an overwhelming power which obstructed his 
desire to write. A part of this constraint can be attributed to the bodily limitations that 
frustrated his attempts to write, a point which I have discussed earlier. The other 
reason for this constraint came from the social obligations which were imposed upon 
him as a human being. These obligations took time away from him and took him 
away from the only thing he wanted to do, and that was to write. As Maurice 
Blanchot remarks,  
 
He has a profession, a family. He belongs to the world and must belong to it. 
The world provides time, but takes it up. […] No doubt exterior circumstances 
are unfavourable: he has to write in the evenings and at night, his sleep is 
disturbed, anxiousness wears him out. But it would be vain to believe that the 
conflict could have been resolved by “better organization of [his] affairs.” 
Later, when illness affords him leisure, the conflict persists; it deepens, 
changes form. There are no favourable circumstances. (1989, 59-60) 
 
This is an important observation which reveals another key issue to Kafka’s problem 
with writing, and it clearly stemmed from his expectations of how the writing ought to 
be done. The reason why Kafka found it so difficult to write, and to finish writing 
what he started, was because he refused to adjust his writing to the “exterior 
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 circumstances” and demands from other aspects of his life. Instead, he held to the 
belief that there was a certain set of circumstances ideal for writing, and it frustrated 
him to know that he was not always able to write under such circumstances (TD 302). 
The way he wanted to write, the only way he felt anything of substance ought to be 
written, was to write continuously, without interruption, until the entire story was 
written. That was the way “The Judgement” was conceived. It was the first (and 
possibly the last) story which Kafka felt satisfied with (and said so); at the same time, 
that was the way he hoped to write the rest of his stories. On September 23, 1912, the 
morning after “The Judgement” was completed, Kafka wrote in his diary: 
 
This story, “The Judgement”, I wrote at one sitting during the night of the 
22nd–23rd, from ten o’clock at night to six o’clock in the morning. […] How 
everything can be said, how for everything, for the strangest fancies, there 
waits a great fire in which they perish and rise up again. […] Only in this way 
can writing be done, only with such coherence, with such a complete opening 
out of the body and the soul. (TD 212-3, original emphasis)  
 
 However, Kafka was never able to do that again. The unique circumstances 
surrounding the night in which “The Judgement” was written could be said to be an 
event, an event which gave birth to the first remarkable story that bears the Kafkan 
mark, but an event which was never to repeat itself under any circumstances. Even 
though Kafka continued to write remarkable stories after that, he was never 
completely satisfied with the way he had to write them. As he complains in his diary, 
“I realised that everything written down bit by bit rather than all at once in the course 
of the larger part (or even the whole) of one night is inferior, and that the 
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 circumstances of my life condemn me to this inferiority” (TD 320). Unfortunately, 
there are no favourable circumstances. As Blanchot further explicates,  
 
It is not a matter of devoting time to the task, of passing one’s time writing, 
but of passing into another time where there is no longer any task; it is a 
matter of approaching that point where time is lost, where one enters into the 
fascination and the solitude of time’s absence. (1989, 60) 
 
What Kafka sought was not more time, but time enough for him to lose himself in the 
task of writing, for “only in this way can writing be done, only with such coherence, 
with such a complete opening out of the body and the soul.” Kafka’s relentless pursuit 
of literature, his dogged determination to follow what he thought was the most ideal 
way to write, reveals something deeper and more complex, something that was at the 
core of his being. For Kafka, literature was his life.8 He wrote, not so much for the 
sake of art and aesthetics, but for his own salvation; literature, it can be said, provided 
him with both spiritual and religious solace.9 As Blanchot rightly points out, “He 
doubted only his capacity to write, not the possibility of writing or the value of art” 
(1995, 13). The act of writing, its struggles, was what kept Kafka alive; it reminded 
him of life and at the same time, it showed him that life is affirmed by its very 
negation, that is, by the existence of death.  
                                                 
8 On December 28, 1911, Kafka lamented in his diary the loss of his free time in the afternoons, which 
he used for writing, after agreeing to spend those hours working in his father’s factory instead: “But 
through this empty effort spent on the factory I would … rob myself of the use of the few afternoon 
hours that belong to me, which would of necessity lead to the complete destruction of my existence, 
which, even apart from this, becomes more and more hedged in” (TD 155-6, emphasis mine). The 
result of this inability to write, as Kafka clearly pointed out, was fatal to his existence. 
9 This attempt to seek comfort from his writings can be most clearly seen in these few lines which 
Kafka wrote on December 8, 1911: “[Today I have] a great yearning to write all my anxiety entirely 
out of me, write it into the depths of me, or write it down in such a way that I could draw what I had 
written into me completely” (TD 134). 
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 [2]  
 





My situation is unbearable because it contradicts my only desire 
and my only calling: literature. 
 





Throughout his life, Kafka struggled with two contradictory desires that pulled him 
simultaneously in two opposing directions, causing him to oscillate between one and 
the other, making him feel torn, tortured, and completely exhausted. These two 
conflicting desires were his lifelong wish to get married and an equally strong 
yearning to be left alone in order to write. In many of his writings Kafka explored this 
conflict in the guise of bachelors who live alone and young men who are at the cusp 
of marrying their lovers, but who somehow do not succeed in doing so because of one 
thing or another. “The Judgement,” in particular, has at its core two irreconcilable 
impulses: A) the inclination to marry and start a family, and B) the ultimate rejection 
of that inclination through the act of suicide. The tension between A and B further 
brings about other fissures in the narrative which propel the plot forwards (and 
sometimes backwards). In addition, ambiguity and double meanings abound in the 
story. These two stylistic devices are important in Kafka’s work. For a start, they 
generate differences and point to alternative ways of reading and interpreting his 
texts. In addition, I posit that they represent, on a structural level, the fundamental 
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 qualities of the body (or more specifically a notion of the body) which Kafka is 
concerned with in his writing. These qualities – ambiguity, multiplicity, 
indeterminacy, etc. – point to the complexities and nuances behind the idea of the 
corporeal in Kafka’s fiction, and it underscores the difficulties of representing the 
body through language. I will examine this in detail in the discussion that follows. 
 Apart from “The Judgement,” this chapter will also be looking at Kafka’s 
“Letter to His Father” in order to uncover some of the psychological and emotional 
problems that Kafka encountered while he was growing up which led to his eventual 
sense of physical inadequacy and other insecurities with his body. I argue that a large 
part of Kafka’s dissatisfaction with his body had its roots in his relationship with 
Hermann Kafka and his sense of inferiority to the latter. This insecurity that Kafka 
felt with regard to his body in turn generated a vicious cycle: the more he worried 
about his weaknesses, the worse his health became. This distress and paranoia that 
Kafka suffered over his body caused his weak constitution to further deteriorate and 
culminated in his final breakdown: in 1917 Kafka was diagnosed with pulmonary 
tuberculosis and it took his life in 1924. The physical and psychological problems that 
Kafka struggled with his entire life had a profound effect on his writings and the way 
he wrote, as I will prove in this chapter.  
 
 
Language, Communication, and the Body  
 Before turning to “The Judgement” and Kafka’s letter to his father, I would 
like to look at the system (or structurality) of language and what it means for Kafka. 
Specifically, I will focus on the concept of language as a tool for communication and 
some of the problems that arise when we try to represent the body through language. 
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 In addition, I shall also examine the ways in which Kafka grappled with these issues 
in his writings. Through this discussion, we will see how the body is made, through 
language, to signify and to convey meaning in Kafka’s writings. Rather than a 
digression, this exercise will serve to enhance our appreciation of “The Judgement” as 
well as the other stories to be discussed in this paper. This in turn will enable us to 
better understand Kafka and the way he writes.  
 Kafka was born on July 3, 1883, the eldest child – and sole surviving son10 – 
of Hermann Kafka and Julie Löwy, both of them German-speaking Jews. Growing up 
in Prague, which at that time was a city under the control of the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire, Kafka belonged to a minority group that spoke a marginalised language.11 
Kafka was also a sensitive child, and this sensitivity was not just limited to the people 
and objects around him, but extended to how language (specifically the language/s he 
was familiar with) was used as a means to communicate and build interpersonal 
relationships. And while Kafka spoke and wrote primarily in German, his exposure to 
other languages like Czech and Yiddish (the latter from his Jewish heritage) 
inevitably had an influence on his German. As Ritchie Robertson observes, Kafka’s 
German “had some peculiarities of the Southern German language zone … and some 
features peculiar to Prague” (23). To that extent, we could argue that Kafka’s German 
was more of a pidgin than classic German, despite his attempts to “cleanse” it of its 
colloquial qualities.12 However, this did not discourage Kafka from writing in 
                                                 
10 Kafka had two younger brothers, both of whom died in their infancy, a result, according to Kafka 
later, of medical incompetence (Karl 21). Their passing away, while Kafka was only a child four or 
five years old, brought death closer to Kafka at a tender age, and it might have an effect on his 
temperament as well as the way he perceived of life while he was growing up. 
11 When Kafka was born, Prague was the third-largest city within the Austro-Hungarian Empire, 
behind Vienna and Budapest. It had an estimated population of about 170,000. The majority of this 
population, about 90 percent, were Catholics. The remaining 10 percent consisted mainly of Jews and a 
small percentage of Protestants. Most of this Jewish minority were German speaking, while over 80 
percent of the total population in Prague spoke Czech (Karl 13-4).  
12 Frederick Karl points out that prepositional use in German (which is used for grammatical accuracy 
as well as to control significant meaning) becomes slack or careless in Prague German, giving the latter 
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 German. Rather, it made him more sensitive to the language and how it was used. In 
addition, the structural freedom that comes with pidgins enabled Kafka to take the 
language, tinker with it, and transform it into something he could call his own, 
bringing his unique brand of creative-writing-in-German into new, uncharted terrains. 
Today, when we read Kafka, we are reading not Prague or classic German but 
Kafka’s German.13 
 In a long, pensive letter to his classmate Oskar Pollak on February 4, 1902, 
Kafka expresses his fear and concern over language and miscommunication.  
 
The fear creeps over me that you won’t understand this whole letter – what’s 
its aim? Without flourishes and veils and warts: When we talk together we’re 
hampered by things we want to say and cannot say just like that, so we bring 
them out in such a way that we misunderstand, even ignore, even laugh at 
each other. (I say: The honey is sweet, but I talk so low or so stupidly or 
inadequately, and you say: Nice weather today. The conversation has already 
taken a wrong turn.) [LF 2] 
 
                                                                                                                                            
its colloquial quality (82). While Robertson argues that the German of Kafka’s published texts is 
“precise, correct, and modelled on classic German prose” (23), Karl insists that one can see influences 
of this loose usage of the German language in Kafka’s writings, citing an overuse of “adverbial 
modifiers” as one example. As he elaborates, we sometimes see in Kafka “words or phrases that are 
unnecessary but creep in as part of slack usage. ‘Nothing at all happened’: the at all is redundant, since 
nothing means ‘nothing happened.’ Or ‘Nothing happened at all,’ where the redundancy becomes even 
more apparent” (Karl 82, footnotes). From where I see it, Kafka’s German could be described as a 
hybridised version of Prague German, because of his Jewish-Yiddish heritage. 
13 In a tangential way, this also gives rise to what Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari call a “minor 
literature,” that is, literature which “a minority constructs within a major language” (1986, 16). It is a 
literature that “disrupts and dislocates the tradition” (Colebrook 103), generating difference from its 
predecessors, and in the process creating the potential for something new. Kafka himself wrote about 
minor literature or what he termed “literature of small peoples” in his diaries, highlighting the 
differences between minor and major (or national) literature, and the possible merits and productivity 
that can be gotten from the former given its freedom from conventional literary boundaries (TD 148-9). 
This is an important point which demands closer attention, and I will come back again to this particular 
diary entry, as well as Deleuze and Guattari’s idea of minor literature, in the next chapter.  
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 Unlike some of Kafka’s stories, there are no ambiguities or equivocations in the 
passage cited. Although full of doubt, uncertainty and fear, Kafka makes his intention 
very clear in the letter: he is concerned with words, with the meaning of words. He 
wishes to communicate with clarity, not generate ambiguity and confusion; at the 
same time, he is aware that people often do not say what they mean, or gloss over 
what they really want to say. As he observes, “We’re hampered by things we want to 
say and cannot say just like that, so we bring them out in such a way that we 
misunderstand, even ignore, even laugh at each other.” And that is where the danger 
lies. Because language has the potential to mean more (or less?) than what is actually 
there, it is capable of confusing and even deceiving us; what has been put together by 
the communicator (words, sounds, markings) may be a representation or it can be a 
misrepresentation. And yet, what has been misrepresented can sometimes provide us 
with meanings which would otherwise be lost in our constant communication with 
one another. 
 Derrida calls this potential the repeatability (or force) of the mark. As he 
explicates, 
  
Language … is only one among those systems of marks that claim this curious 
tendency as their property: they simultaneously incline toward increasing the 
reserves of random indetermination as well as the capacity for coding and 
overcoding or, in other words, for control and self-regulation. Such 
competition between randomness and code disrupts the very systematicity of 
the system while it also, however, regulates the restless, unstable interplay of 
the system. (1984, 2, original emphasis) 
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 As Derrida points out, language may be considered a system with the capacity to 
control and regulate its structure, in order to provide codes and meanings when used 
in a particular way. At the same time, however, it is able to subvert that structurality 
and “incline toward increasing the reserves of random indetermination,” allowing 
multiple meanings to coexist and providing alternative ways of reading (a text).  
 Kafka is keenly aware of this complex and highly unstable structure of the 
language system, this “repeatability of the mark” as Derrida calls it, and he constantly 
stresses the dangers of undermining the power of signs – both linguistic and non-
linguistic – in his writings. In addition, Kafka knows that his understanding of the 
world is necessarily limited to the cultural and linguistic frames that he has acquired: 
his letter to Pollak and many of his letters to Max Brod underscore this. Our 
understanding of the world is made possible by language and at the same time limited 
by the very language that we use to describe the world. To make sense of the material 
world around us, we have to first make sense of our being-in-the-world, this corporeal 
existence that we carry about with us from day to day. Kafka, being human, is no 
different from the rest of us. I argue that Kafka sees the corporeal (in this case bodily 
parts, sensations, and perceptions) as the basis from which we construct a symbolic 
world order (including the system of human language). This, I suggest, is the premise 
upon which he conceives his narratives, and it comes with its own set of problems. To 
begin with, although these symbolic structures stem from the body, they also “move 
us away from the body, as any use of signs must necessarily do” (Brooks 7, emphasis 
mine). Furthermore, 
 
Representation of the body in signs endeavours to make the body present, but 
always within the context of its absence, since use of the linguistic sign 
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 implies the absence of the thing for which it stands. The body appears alien to 
the very constructs derived from it. However much it may belong to the 
process of socialization, and preside at the birth of intellectual curiosity, it 
nonetheless often appears to be on the far side of the divide between nature 
and culture, where culture ultimately has no control. It is perhaps most of this 
sense of the body’s otherness that leads to the endeavour to bring the body 
into language, to represent it, so that it becomes part of the human semiotic 
and semantic project, a body endowed with meaning. (Brooks 7-8) 
 
The absence or foreignness of bodies in language, in literature, this uncanniness 
which is at once an intimate part of us and also separate from us, is what provides 
meanings and helps us make sense of our relationship with the world around us. 
While the body is “endowed with meaning” in language, this meaning is by no means 
free from complications. Because of the rich and complex symbolisms and 
significations that can be attached to the corporeal, any attempt to read and decipher 
meanings from it must necessarily be tortuous and problematic.  
 Kafka, however, is interested in using the body as a signifier despite its 
complexities and nuances, and even though he knows that this may not always be 
possible. In his writings, Kafka regularly explores and underscores the problem of 
representing the body through language. Consider this entry in his notebook: “The 
man in ecstasy and the man drowning: both throw up their arms” (BO 26). The same 
action when performed under two different situations will yield two completely 
different meanings. How does language distinguish between the two meanings if the 
context is withheld from the receiver of the message? Unless more contextual 
information is given, it is not possible for us to do this. The impossibility of 
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 pinpointing the exact meaning of an action or gesture when the context is not given 
points to a deeper concern: the difficulty of assigning meaning to and interpreting 
meaning from the body. As mentioned earlier, in order for the body to mean, it has to 
be first emptied of meanings. And this is realised through the apparatus of the 
language system. Blanchot suggests that this is the foremost function of language:   
 
In daily life, to read and hear implies that language, far from giving us the 
fullness of things in which we live, is cut off from them, for it is a language of 
signs, whose nature is not to be filled with what it aims for but to be empty of 
it. Its nature is not to give us what it wants to have us attain, but to make it 
useless to us by replacing it, and thus to distance things from us by taking their 
place, and taking the place of things not by filling itself with them but by 
abstaining from them. (1995, 75) 
 
The function of language is not to give us “the fullness of things” as they are but to 
“distance things from us” by replacing one thing (the object in question or the 
signifier) with another (the meaning, what is signified). Yet, even as a specific 
meaning has been assigned to an object (the body, for instance), we cannot erase the 
many other meanings the object may already (or will eventually) possess, and this is 
where the complication begins. At the core of it, the act of signification is unstable 
and subject to (mis)interpretation. In the example of Kafka’s notebook entry above, 
we see that the body – with its arms raised in a dramatic gesture – can signify a 
feeling of ecstasy and/or a cry for help. The suggestion that the meaning of the action 
need not be fixed here is of value to Kafka, for it is what enables him to write. The 
body is a constant discovery for Kafka: “The auricle of my ear felt fresh, rough, cool, 
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 succulent as a leaf, to the touch” (TD 10); at the same time, it remains a mystery to 
him, one which baffles him his entire life: “My condition is not unhappiness, but it is 
also not happiness, not indifference, not weakness, not fatigue, not another interest – 
so what is it then?” (TD 12). In order to make sense of his body, Kafka writes about it 
in his fiction. But because it is impossible for him to write about the body with clarity, 
double meanings and ambiguities are necessary ingredients when attempting to 
capture the body in its fullest, most complex form.  
 Kafka’s fiction regularly explores this ambiguity of the body via language. In 
“The Silence of the Sirens,” which is a retelling of The Odyssey, Kafka reiterates the 
complexities involved when interpreting physical signs that are indeterminate, and 
which can therefore possess two or more meanings. In the narrative, it is revealed that 
the Sirens have “a still more fatal weapon than their song, namely their silence” (CS 
431). Furthermore, the narrator asserts that while “it is conceivable that someone 
might possibly have escaped from their singing; but from their silence certainly 
never,” for “no earthly powers can resist” the Sirens and their sexuality (CS 431). 
This, however, is unknown to Odysseus, who covers his ears with wax and stares at 
the Sirens as his ship passes them. And this mis-knowing or incomplete knowledge of 
the Sirens is ultimately what saves Odysseus. Mistaking the Sirens’ display of erotic 
desire – “their throats rising and falling, their breasts lifting, their eyes filled with 
tears, their lips half-parted” (CS 431) – as gestures accompanying their song, 
convinced that the silence that meets him is a result of the wax in his ears, Odysseus 
ignores what he might otherwise have found impossible to resist. Because of the 
inadequate information that misinforms Odysseus, he positions himself in (and reads 
from) a different context that deviates from the actual one. This allows him to arrive 
at a wholly different interpretation of the Sirens’ actions, thus preserving his life. It is 
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 also important to note that the entire scene as described by Kafka in this short story is 
very physical, with a focus on various bodily parts and functions (singing/silence, 
throats, breasts, eyes, lips). Kafka’s message is clear: that the body is an integral 
component in the act of communication and meaning making. Yet, it is because the 
body cannot be separated from interpersonal communication that we often 
miscommunicate; the potential of the body to mean more than what is said or gestured 
implies that there will always be a tendency for us to misunderstand what someone 
else is trying to say or do. Although Kafka shows that he is well aware of this 
complication between the corporeal and human communication in his writings, the 
failure to communicate remains the central problem which prevents him from 
enjoying a meaningful relationship with his father. 
  
 
Hermann Kafka and the “Letter” 
 As discussed earlier, one of Kafka’s greatest fears was that nothing gets 
communicated, despite the apparent traffic of communication between people. This is 
especially poignant when we look at the relationship he shared with Hermann Kafka. 
Throughout their lives, Hermann Kafka and his son Franz had a difficult relationship 
which was mostly characterised by the father’s domineering ways and Kafka’s flight 
from this domination. While Hermann Kafka wanted his son to take after him and 
succeed him in the family business, Kafka wanted only to be a writer. Because of 
their differences and their conflicting belief systems, “there was hardly ever any 
conversation between” the two of them (HF 164), and communication was practically 
non-existent. This failure to communicate between father and son was another factor 
that contributed significantly to the ways in which language and communication were 
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 treated in Kafka’s writings. Through his stories, Kafka articulated his concern for 
words and their meanings. In particular, he was interested in the problems that arise 
when we do not say what we mean, and when we do not pay attention to what is being 
said. This is especially evident when we look at “The Judgement” and the way the 
two main characters communicate (or miscommunicate) with each other. Before we 
come to the story, however, it will be worthwhile to first take a look at Kafka’s 
problematic relationship with his father. 
 In the opening paragraph of the “Letter to His Father,” Kafka writes of his 
failure to communicate with Hermann Kafka out of fear for the latter. 
 
You asked me recently why I maintain I am afraid of you. As usual, I was 
unable to think of any answer to your question, partly for the very reason that I 
am afraid of you, and partly because an explanation of the grounds for this 
fear would mean going into far more details than I could even approximately 
keep in mind while talking. And if I now try to give you an answer in writing, 
it will still be very incomplete, because, even in writing, this fear and its 
consequences hamper me in relation to you and because the magnitude of the 
subject goes far beyond the scope of my memory and power of reasoning.14 
(HF 157) 
 
                                                 
14 Kafka’s “Letter to His Father” was written in November 1919. This version of the “Letter,” 
translated by Ernst Kaiser and Eithne Wilkins, is taken from the book Wedding Preparations in the 
Country and Other Posthumous Prose Writings, p157-217. While most of the citations from the 
“Letter” follow the printed text, some of them have been taken instead from the Franz Kafka 
Biography website (URL address in the bibliography), which carries the same translated text by Kaiser 
and Wilkins, with a revision from Arthur S. Wensinger. In the instances where this happen, I have 
judged the updated translation from the website to be more accurate and/or effective in conveying what 
Kafka wanted to say in the letter. 
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 If we compare this passage to Kafka’s letter to Pollak cited above, we find that Kafka 
was himself affected by the very things he identified as problems that impede 
effective communication whenever he was confronted with the (terrifying) prospect 
of speaking to his father. As he says in the earlier letter, “When we talk together 
we’re hampered by things we want to say and cannot say just like that, so we bring 
them out in such a way that we misunderstand, even ignore, even laugh at each other” 
(LF 2). It is unlikely that Kafka was unaware of the irony of his situation; had he been 
able to, he would probably have worked towards improving his relationship with 
Hermann Kafka, beginning with the way they communicated. The fact that the two 
men failed to improve their relationship with each other throughout their lives is 
significant, for it tells us that the psychological scars which Franz suffered under the 
reign of his father were so deeply etched in his consciousness that they stunted him 
emotionally (and sometimes physically as well) and prevented any meaningful 
relationship to develop between them. Kafka’s “Letter” provides us with evidence of 
this emotional and psychological trauma. 
 In Kafka’s own words, Hermann’s behaviour towards him was very 
destructive and contributed to his development into “a weakly, timid, hesitant, restless 
person” (HF 159). In the “Letter,” Kafka complained that Hermann Kafka 
deliberately trivialised all of his problems and concerns, and that it was extremely 
damaging to his mental well-being. Whenever something of significance arose for 
Kafka, he could get no encouragement or comfort from his father, only the latter’s 
chilling sarcasm:  
 
[Every time] the answer was an ironical sigh, a shaking of the head, a tapping 
of the table with one finger: “Is that all you’re so worked up about?” or “I 
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 wish I had your worries!” or “The things some people have time to think 
about!” (HF 165) 
 
In addition, Hermann Kafka bullied and terrorised his son, chasing him around the 
house and telling him things like “I’ll tear you apart like a fish!” along with other 
similar threats (HF 171). At the same time, he demanded absolute obedience from his 
children, forbidding them to challenge or contradict any of the things he said even 
though he sometimes contradicted himself. This authoritarian way in which Hermann 
Kafka attempted to bring up his children resulted only in the widening rift between 
them.15 As Kafka lamented in his letter, “The impossibility of getting on calmly 
together had one more result, actually a very natural one: I lost the capacity to talk [to 
you]” (HF 170).16 
 Apart from Hermann Kafka’s tyrannical behaviour and his harsh words, there 
was something else which prevented Kafka from feeling close to his father and 
expressing himself freely in front of him. This has to do with how Kafka viewed his 
body (his self, his physicality) in relation to Hermann Kafka, and the sense of 
inferiority it generated in him. More importantly, I argue that this singular admiration 
and fear for Hermann Kafka and his body had a profound influence on Kafka’s self-
worth, causing him to feel physically incompetent and useless. This tendency for 
Kafka to feel bodily inadequate or weak – whether in comparison to his father or 
                                                 
15 Apart from Kafka, his favourite sister Ottla also had a terrible relationship with Hermann Kafka. 
According to Kafka in the “Letter,” the only sibling among them who enjoyed an amicable relationship 
with their father was his sister Valli, and only because she “fell in with [his] wishes … without much 
effort and without suffering much harm” (HF 184).  
16 In another letter to his sister Elli, the subject of discussion being the future education of his nephew, 
Kafka asserts, certainly with his father in mind, that “tyranny or slavery, born of selfishness, are the 
two educational methods of parents; all gradations of tyranny or slavery. Tyranny can express itself as 
great tenderness (“You must believe me, since I am your mother”) and slavery can express itself as 
pride (“You are my son, so I will make you into my saviour”). But these are two frightful educational 
methods, two antieducational methods, and likely to trample the child back into the ground from which 
he came” (LF 296). For Kafka, the harm had already been done. 
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 when he was writing – is a central concern in my discussion, as I have highlighted at 
the beginning of this paper. It is worth noting that numerous scholars have made the 
connection between Kafka’s inferiority (when confronted with the figure of his father) 
and Freud’s concept of the Oedipus complex, arguing that Kafka’s inadequacy 
stemmed from his (subconscious) struggle and his desire to match up to, and 
eventually supersede, his father.17 It is not my intention to reiterate this. Instead, I 
would like to direct the focus to Kafka’s fundamental concern with his body, the body 
which he believed was too weak and too thin for him to achieve anything of 
significance in his life. 
 In an early section of the “Letter,” Kafka recalls and juxtaposes his thin, sickly 
body with Hermann Kafka’s vastness when, as a child, he would go swimming with 
his father. 
 
I was, after all, depressed even by your mere physical presence. I remember 
for instance how we often undressed together in the same bathing-hut. There 
was I, skinny, weakly, slight, you strong, tall, broad. Even inside the hut I felt 
myself a miserable specimen, and what’s more not only in your eyes, but in 
the eyes of the whole world, for you were for me the measure of all things. 
[…] What made me feel best was when you sometimes undressed first and I 
                                                 
17 Robertson, in his book Kafka: A Very Short Introduction, discusses Kafka’s Oedipal struggle, 
relating it to his wish to get married. “The area where Hermann Kafka dominated most securely was 
marriage. He was married, Franz was not but was expected to marry. The adult Kafka interprets this 
situation as a double bind. [The following citation is from the “Letter to His Father.”] 
 
If I want to attain independence in the particular unhappy relationship I have with you, I need to do 
something that has the least possible connection with you; marrying is the greatest thing and gives 
the most creditable independence, but at the same time it is most closely connected with you.  
 
What Kafka formulates here is the classic Oedipal relationship as described by Freud. To become 
adult, a male has to become like his father, a sexually mature being; but he must also resist his father 
by displacing him from the position of sole, or supreme, sexually mature male in the household. To 
emulate his father, he must oppose his father” (8). 
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 was able to stay behind in the hut alone and put off the disgrace of showing 
myself in public until at length you came to see what I was doing and drove 
me out of the hut. I was grateful to you for not seeming to notice my 
extremity, and besides, I was proud of my father’s body. For the rest, this 
difference between us remains much the same to this very day. (HF 163-4) 
 
It is important to note the contrast between Kafka’s slight, weakly body and Hermann 
Kafka’s strong, tall, and broad one. Furthermore, words like “disgrace,” “miserable,” 
and “extremity” work to emphasise Kafka’s contempt for his body, and reveal his 
deep-seated insecurities about himself which formed the foundation for his 
psychological and emotional problems when he grew up. While Kafka considered 
himself, even as a child, a miserable specimen of humanity, his father was for him the 
measure of all things, the proud owner of a body which was, in Kafka’s eyes, as close 
to the ideal as anyone could get. As Kafka affirms, “I was proud of my father’s body.” 
It was his father’s body, or, to be more specific, the type of body that Hermann Kafka 
possessed – strong, tall, broad – that Kafka aspired to have. But why was this so?  
 It is not difficult to infer that part of the reason for Kafka’s dissatisfaction with 
his own body stemmed from a notion of “the perfect body” which he had established 
using Hermann Kafka’s body as a yardstick, and which he was never able to possess 
because of the fundamental physiological differences between their bodies.18 What is 
more, this admiration for his father’s body was further accentuated by the social and 
                                                 
18 In The Varieties of Human Physique, the psychologist William Herbert Sheldon identifies three 
categories of human body types: the endomorph, the ectomorph, and the mesomorph. The endomorph 
is someone who has a round, stocky body and who gains muscles and fats easily but has difficulty 
losing weight; the ectomorph has a lean and delicate physique – characterised by a small chest and 
narrow shoulders – and does not put on weight easily; the mesomorph gains and loses weight easily, 
and is typically defined as muscular, with large bones and a naturally athletic physique. From Kafka’s 
own accounts of his body, it is quite clear that he was what Sheldon would classify as an ectomorph, 
whilst Hermann Kafka was either a mesomorph or an endomorph. Furthermore, there has been 
evidence to show that Kafka himself tried to gain more muscle mass by working out but without much 
success (see footnote 21). 
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 economic success that the latter enjoyed. As a child, it was not illogical for Kafka to 
attribute his father’s worldly success to the kind of body that he possessed. Further, 
his assumption was not an unfounded one. As Sander Gilman observes, Kafka lived 
“in a world where corpulence was a sign of success, of substance” (1995, 43); it was a 
world where the rich were well-fed and broad (like Hermann Kafka), while the poor 
were skinny and weak.19 Although Kafka baulked at the social and material success 
of his father, he was not without his own ambitions. In order to succeed in his writing 
(and believing success only came to those who were fit and healthy), Kafka tried 
hard, through exercise and dieting, to achieve the physical fitness and strength that he 
lacked without success.20 His failure to transform his body translated (for him) into a 
permanent failure, an inability to succeed in life. To make matters worse, he began to 
attribute his weak constitution to the type of body he had. We see this clearly in the 
“Letter,” when he tells his father about his health:  
 
There was, for instance, the worry about my health; it began imperceptibly 
enough, with now and then a little anxiety about digestion, hair falling out, a 
spinal curvature, and so on […] – naturally I became unsure even to the thing 
nearest to me, my own body. I shot up, tall and lanky, without knowing what 
to do with my lankiness, the burden was too heavy, the back became bent; 
[…] I remained weakly. (HF 199) 
 
                                                 
19 To an extent, this association of plumpness with wealth and affluence and skinniness with poverty is 
still applicable in many cultures today, although studies have shown that there has been a recent move 
towards the “slender ideal,” especially in affluent Western societies, because of its association with 
positive attributes such as attractiveness, health, and social acceptability (Grogan 9).  
20 From between 1908-09, Kafka started following the exercise programme designed by the Danish 
gymnast and bodybuilder J. P. Müller, in the hope of improving his physical constitution. I will be 
looking at this more closely in Chapter 3. 
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 This constant affliction by ill health caused Kafka to doubt his body even more; 
instead of assisting him towards realising his aspirations, his body appeared to be an 
impediment to him, a hurdle that he had to cross along with the numerous other 
obstacles that stood in his way. Thus this diary entry in 1910: “I write this very 
decidedly out of despair over my body and over a future with this body” (TD 10). 
While it was not unreasonable for Kafka to make the connection between his weak 
constitution and his ill health, this anxiety over his body and its inability to keep him 
healthy could only lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy: the more he despaired and 
worried about his body, the weaker his immune system became; consequently, his 
health worsened with time. 
 Despite his persistently bad health, Kafka never gave up trying to improve his 
physical constitution (I will elaborate on how he endeavoured to do so in the next 
chapter). Likewise, he never gave up on literature. In fact, it was almost as if the act 
of writing was the only thing he needed to live. As he confessed to Brod: 
 
Writing sustains me, but is it not more accurate to say that it sustains this kind 
of life? By this I don’t mean, of course, that my life is better when I don’t 
write. Rather it is much worse then and wholly unbearable and has to end in 
madness. But that, granted, only follows from the postulate that I am a writer, 
which is actually true even when I am not writing, and a nonwriting writer is a 
monster inviting madness. […] Perhaps there are other forms of writing, but I 
know only this kind; at night, when fear keeps me from sleeping, I know only 
this kind. (LF 333) 
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 Writing, for Kafka, was what sustained him and kept him sane; it was what comforted 
him and brought him peace. Kafka could not have lived without his writing, just like 
how he could not have lived without good health. And even though he had to fight 
against tuberculosis and was eventually consumed by the disease, he never stopped 
writing till the end. Although Kafka never transformed into the remarkable specimen 
of a human being that he first saw in his father, his achievements in literature was 
nothing short of impressive. I would like to draw a link between Kafka’s health and 
his writing by arguing that the challenge of writing is, for Kafka, something 
fundamentally connected to the challenge of staying alive. The nights in which he 
spent writing in his room, the time and energy that he put into the task of producing 
literature, all of these can be paralleled to the efforts he took towards obtaining a 
healthy constitution. Through his writing, Kafka stayed alive. The stories he wrote not 
only explored notions of corporeality; they were what enabled him to keep his 
physical body functioning. At the same time, Kafka saw the importance of improving 
his health in order to continue writing. Staying alive and being able to write were two 
key concerns for Kafka, and they shared a symbiotic relationship which he struggled 
hard to maintain. His perseverance eventually paid off. His breakthrough story, “The 
Judgement,” written in one single night, gave him the confidence he needed to pursue 
writing as a vocation: for the first time in his life, Kafka received affirmation of his 
ability to write.21 Interestingly, the remarkable success of “The Judgement” proved to 
be a “first” in more ways than one for Kafka. It was, of course, the first story that 
Kafka wrote which he believed to be of a good standard. It was also the first story he 
                                                 
21 With regard to the positive sentiment that “The Judgement” stirred up in Kafka, Blanchot has this to 
say: “If, up until 1912 he does not devote himself entirely to literature, he gives himself this excuse: ‘I 
cannot take the risk as long as I haven’t succeeded in completing a more substantial work, capable of 
satisfying me fully.’ The night of September 22, 1912 brings him this success, this proof. That night he 
writes The Verdict at one stretch. It brings him unmistakably near the point where it seems that 
‘everything can be expressed, that for everything, for the strangest of ideas a great fire is ready in 
which they perish and disappear.’ […] Kafka knows from then on that he can write” (1989, 59). 
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 wrote, two days after his first letter to Felice, and its conception could be attributed to 
her positive influence on him and his writing (Canetti 13). Finally, it was the first 
complete story that Kafka wrote in which marriage is used as a central theme.22 And 
even though the marriage between the protagonist Georg Bendemann and his fiancée 
Frieda Brandenfeld does not materialise at the end of the narrative, it does allow one 
to consider the motivations behind Kafka’s insertion of this impending event, and its 
implications both within the narrative and in his personal life. As I will show in the 
discussion below, what we find at the heart of “The Judgement” is in fact the seed of 




“The Judgement”  
 “The Judgement” is a fairly short but complex narrative. The story begins with 
an image of writing: Georg Bendemann, a young and successful merchant, sits by his 
window contemplating and writing to his friend in St. Petersburg, Russia. The act of 
writing, of course, is an act of communication. The letter that Georg writes is a 
message – it is an attempt by the writer to communicate with his friend, the intended 
addressee of the written message. The challenge, however, is for Georg (or more 
specifically the letter that Georg will post) to travel – barring possible obstacles and 
accidents along the way – across the uncertain physical space within the narrative in 
order to reach its destination. As the narrative unfolds, one realises that the danger of 
the letter failing to arrive, to reach its mark, is a very real one, and in fact it becomes a 
reality: at the end of the narrative, the letter remains, like Kafka’s “Letter to His 
                                                 
22 Although Kafka wrote “Wedding Preparations in the Country” four or five years before “The 
Judgement,” the story was uncompleted (it exists today in three fragments) and will not be considered 
here. 
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 Father,” one that is written but never sent. This randomness, or chanciness, is a 
recurring motif in Kafka’s work, and it will do us well to be acquainted with it at the 
outset.  
 Derrida, in his essay “My Chances/Mes Chances: A Rendezvous with Some 
Epicurean Stereophonies,” writes about the clinamen (or a very slight swerve) in the 
following passage:  
 
The clinamen introduces the play of necessity and chance into what could be 
called, by anachronism, the determinism of the universe. Nonetheless, it does 
not imply a conscious freedom or will, even if for some of us the principle of 
indeterminism is what makes the conscious freedom of man fathomable. 
(1984, 8) 
 
For Derrida, the clinamen represents possibilities; it is the element that introduces the 
play of chance and necessity into the world, and the “deviation” which alters “the 
course of an imperturbable destination and an inflexible order” (1984, 7). Chance, 
whether welcome of not, is a necessary (yet insignificant) element inherent in 
everything that happens (as well as all the things that do not happen) in the universe. 
It is what surprises and shocks us. It gives us the unexpected, motivates us to plan for 
contingencies, and provides us with choices just when we thought alternatives are 
inapplicable. Literature, particularly good literature, being an imitation of life, must 
never disregard the role that chance plays in life, and the significance it can have in 
the text. Kafka was well aware of this. The play of chance, of fortune or luck, enables 
possibilities to enter the (Kafkan) text. These possibilities are the necessary 
ingredients that give us the hunger artist, the gymnast, the mouse singer; at the same 
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 time, they also father creatures like Odradek, the crossbreed, and the vermin in “The 
Metamorphosis.” They give us, in other words, things which are conceivable, as well 
as those things which would otherwise be inconceivable. Chance or luck, then, 
eliminates the privilege that language confers on signification and sense, making us 
pay attention to things which are negated or invisible, “the non-sense” and 
“insignificance” (Derrida 1984, 5).23 Because Georg’s letter fails to reach its intended 
addressee due to an unfortunate event (Georg’s suicide), it becomes neglected and 
invisible, an insignificant mark in the narrative. 
 As an insignificant mark, the letter possesses the potential to become other 
than itself; in other words, it is capable of assuming alternative identities. For one, 
Georg’s letter can also be read as a text within the text, a double for the story, this 
story that Kafka writes. And just as the letter seeks to locate its addressee across the 
geographical space in the narrative world, so the story attempts to reach its readers in 
the vast extra-textual space beyond the narrative. This play between the internal world 
of the story and the external world outside the narrative produces another double, this 
time for the “interiority” which defines the consciousness of the characters and the 
“exteriority” that represents the world surrounding the characters. Through the dual-
existence of the inner world of the characters and the external narrative world, time 
moves both backward and forward. This two-way temporal development enables 
flashbacks of Georg’s friend (and the time they spent together), his father (as an 
aggressive businessman during his younger days), as well as the mother who has 
passed away; at the same time, it pushes the narrative forward to the final, fatal scene 
where Georg kills himself by drowning. At times, this division between inside/outside 
                                                 
23 This significance given to that which is negated, which Derrida in his essay “Differance” also 
describes as “this radical alterity, removed from every possible mode of presence, [and] characterised 
by irreducible after-effects, by delayed effects” (1998, 400), is important to bear in mind when 
discussing Kafka’s work. It will be given further attention when we look at “A Hunger Artist” in 
Chapter 3 and “The Metamorphosis” in Chapter 4. 
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 also gets blurred in the story. For instance, scholars have observed that the friend in 
Russia stands as a double for Georg, thus conflating their two identities (and their 
consciousness) into one; or that the passing acquaintance who waves to Georg while 
he is at the window is a double for the friend in Russia; or that the three key 
characters in the story, Georg, his father, and the friend in Russia, are all, in a 
profound and convoluted way, fragments of Kafka’s own consciousness (Thiher 38; 
Thorlby 32-3). The numerous readings and interpretations that have been made about 
“The Judgement” points to the text’s inherent uncertainty, as well as its richness and 
complexity. As Allen Thiher remarks: 
 
In this story the reader confronts a narration inscribed with signs of its own 
inadequacy, though in no systematic way. […] In “The Judgement” the very 
fragmented and diffuse nature of the self-representation is part of a strategy to 
narrate a story that contains within itself a representation of its own radical 
incommensurability. (36-7) 
 
Because of the text’s “radical incommensurability” and its “fragmented and diffuse 
nature,” the ways to read and make sense of the narrative are limitless, and this is 
accentuated by the story’s ambiguity, and the many doubles that occur in the 
narrative.24 What we can obtain from the text, then, is always a partial reading, and 
never a complete (or comprehensive) one. It is a reading that points to the inadequacy 
and the undecidability of the text, a reading which always points to further (or future, 
                                                 
24 Karl, in his book Franz Kafka: Representative Man, reiterates the importance of paying attention to 
the act of doubling in Kafka’s texts: “Kafka must always be read in at least ‘double’ terms. Whenever 
we read meaning in his stories and novels, we must also read what is omitted or repressed. Kafka is our 
novelist of what is lacking. Accordingly, in whatever a protagonist says or does, the perspective of the 
fiction is not necessarily his, and may in fact derive from several other directions, as the German critic 
Walter Benjamin first noted. Therefore we should not emphasize one particular meaning in Kafka, 
since we will then miss what is repressed” (85, original emphasis). 
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 as yet unformulated) readings of the text. In “The Judgement,” Kafka found what he 
was looking for in his writing: the stylistic techniques that were first invented in this 
story became predominant in his later works.  
 In a way, the ambivalence that can be found in “The Judgement” reminds one 
of the double meanings and ambiguities brought about by the notion of the body in 
“The Silence of the Sirens” as well as the notebook entry which were discussed 
earlier in this chapter. I would like to encourage a close reading of “The Judgement” 
bearing in mind these qualities associated with the corporeal which I have previously 
examined. I argue that “The Judgement” can be read as a text which embodies the 
corporeal in its narrative structure. The ambiguities that surface as the narrative 
unfolds; the layers of doubling that occur within the story; a plot which appears to 
drive itself to its inevitable end with no apparent reasons: all these qualities point to 
the idea of the body which I have defined earlier in my discussion. On a structural 
level, the story’s abrupt conclusion also mirrors the violent ending of a life; in fact, it 
underscores the suicide of the protagonist in the final scene. Indeed, one may 
summarise “The Judgement” in these words: “The propelling of the body towards its 
ultimate end: death.” Georg’s premature death – his suicide, what can be seen as a 
stunting of life – is an important notion surrounding the body which I want to explore 
below. Before we can do that, however, we need to first examine the complicated 
power dynamics between the two main characters – Georg and his father – in the 
story. 
 At the end of the first scene, Georg concludes the letter by telling his friend 
about his recent engagement to a Fraulein Frieda Brandenfeld (CS 79). Following 
this, Georg puts the letter in his pocket and enters his father’s room for the first time 
in months (CS 80). Like Georg, his father sits “by the window in a corner” – a 
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 mirroring of Georg’s earlier posture while he was writing in his room – which is 
cluttered with mementos of Georg’s dead mother, reading a newspaper and with his 
breakfast mostly untouched on the table (CS 81). Both the act of reading and eating 
(or in some cases the refusal to eat) are recurring motifs in Kafka’s stories, and “their 
common presence in this first encounter with the father points to their doubling each 
other as emblems of sustenance” (Thiher 38). In addition, the image of reading 
functions as yet another double for the extra-textual reader who is reading the story. 
 Seeing his son enter the room, the father begins to move, to speak, and Georg 
notices, suddenly, the old man’s corporeality and his imposing presence (a presence 
which he had forgotten), compelling him to remark to himself, “My father is still a 
giant of a man” (CS 81). This remark from Georg brings us back to Kafka’s “Letter to 
His Father” and Hermann Kafka’s strong, tall and broad body, as well as Kafka’s own 
sense of awe for his father’s immensity. Not without coincidence, the narrative now 
shifts its focus slightly to bring the reader to another issue of importance: that of 
communication between father and son. And if we pay attention to what is being said, 
we will notice that Georg and his father, like Franz and Hermann Kafka, talk without 
communicating with each other. Below are the first few lines of their conversation.  
 
“It’s unbearably dark here,” [Georg] said aloud. 
“Yes, it’s dark enough,” answered his father. 
“And you’ve shut the window, too?” 
“I prefer it like that.” 
“Well, it’s quite warm outside,” said Georg, as if continuing his 
previous remark, and sat down. (CS 81) 
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 Much can be read from this short exchange. Beginning from the remark that Georg 
has not entered his father’s room for months and the fact that they talk to each other 
mostly at work, the lacklustre relationship between father and son is implied in the 
narrative. When Georg first speaks to his father, we realise that there is hardly any 
affection between them; instead, they appear to feel awkward in each other’s 
presence. What is worse, they speak without communicating. Unlike Franz and 
Hermann Kafka, this failure to communicate between the two characters is a result of 
Georg’s apparent neglect of his father. While it appears, from the exchange, that the 
room has been deliberately darkened according to the wish of the father – “I prefer it 
like that” – Georg fails to pick this up, just as he does not notice that the breakfast has 
hardly been touched by his father, an indication of the latter’s poor appetite. There is a 
likelihood (and here I hazard a guess) that Georg’s father is suffering from 
depression, after the death of his wife, and because of that he hangs mementos of her 
all over his room, and confesses to Georg that “the death of our dear mother hit me 
harder than it did you” (CS 82). If this is true, it will explain his preference to live in 
the dark, his lack of appetite, and also his inability to perform at work.25  
 It does not explain, however, the father’s sudden burst of energy, and his 
miraculous transformation from an old, infirm man into a radiant and powerful 
adjudicator who passes judgement on his son and sentences him to death by 
drowning. Strictly speaking, this “metamorphosis” that the father undergoes is 
impossible for someone of his physical constitution. However, as mentioned earlier, 
Kafka’s stories do not adhere to linguistic sense or logic; rather, they are subject to 
chance and the law of possibilities, which regard absence and negation as equal to 
                                                 
25 The Scientific American Mind online, in its August 2008 issue, has an article by Lisa Conti titled 
“How Light Deprivation Causes Depression,” which summaries the findings of a scientific study done 
at the University of Pennsylvania regarding the depressive effects of light deprivation. In addition, a 
lack of appetite and an inability to focus on work and other activities are classical symptoms of clinical 
depression. Information from HELPGUIDE.ORG. Both retrieved 120210. For details see bibliography.  
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 sense and signification, i.e. things that are conventionally privileged in language. The 
negated body of the father character, I argue, is what enables him to reclaim his power 
in the father-son relationship. Let me elaborate. In “The Judgement,” narrative 
attention is first given to Georg, an affluent man of social significance, but it 
gradually shifts to his friend and his father, both unnamed, the first one far away and 
nebulous, the other old and neglected. Although the friend remains invisible 
throughout the narrative, Georg’s act of writing to him inevitably writes him into 
prominence: his insignificance (or negation) in the narrative is in fact the source of his 
significance. The exchange between father and son that focuses on the letter and its 
intended addressee further turns the friend into an omnipresent being. In addition, the 
gradual significance that is being given to the father is captured in a very corporeal 
way in the story. It begins with Georg remarking that his father is still “a giant of a 
man.” Subsequently, the father resists Georg’s efforts to tuck him into bed, and reacts 
by “[springing] erect in bed” with “one hand lightly [touching] the ceiling” to support 
himself (CS 84). As the discussion between Georg and his father escalates into a 
heated argument, the father first lifts his shirt (to mimic Frieda lifting up her skirt for 
Georg) and reveals his war scar on his thigh (a sign of masculinity and bravery), then 
stands up again, this time without any support, and kicks out his legs in anger (CS 
85). While the father loses his infirmity and gradually recovers his strength, Georg 
shrinks further and further away from him in terror. Along with these physical 
changes, there is a shift (or restoration) of power from Georg to his father, who, after 
having his physical prowess and his position as the head of the family reinstated, 
reveals that he has been secretly writing to the friend in Russia in order to denounce 
Georg’s devilishness and finally sentences his son to death. Located at the heart of 
this catastrophe and this bizarre turn of events is Kafka’s preoccupation with the 
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 corporeal and all that it embodies: health, vitality, power, sexuality, as well as 
sickness, old age, decay, and death. 
 As I have shown above, the older Bendemann is given significance in the 
story through the restoration of his vitality and his imposing physical presence. This 
bodily power and magnetism of Georg’s father reminds one of Kafka’s own father 
whose body Kafka both admired and feared. Indeed, there have been many 
comparisons made between “The Judgement” and Kafka’s personal life, and I do not 
underestimate the usefulness of reading the text alongside existing autobiographical 
information. In particular, I am intrigued by this statement which can be found in the 
“Letter to His Father,”  
 
If you sum up your judgement of me, the result you get is that although you 
don’t charge me with anything downright improper or wicked (with the 
exception perhaps of my latest marriage-plan), you do charge me with 
coldness, estrangement, and ingratitude. (HF 158) 
 
What has happened here? A judgement on Kafka has been passed, perhaps in the 
spirit of Hermann Kafka (if his son’s intuition is to be trusted), but certainly by the 
hand of Kafka himself. For Kafka writes this judgement for himself – it is a 
judgement of himself, as much as it is a judgement by Hermann Kafka. Like the 
father in “The Judgement,” Kafka in his “Letter” charges himself with the crimes of 
“coldness, estrangement, and ingratitude,” sentiments towards his father which he 
cannot deny and which he “regard[s] as accurate” (HF 158), just as Georg cannot 
deny his apparent neglect of his aged father. What Kafka is doing, in both the letter 
and the story, is to split his self from himself, in order to judge his wrongdoings and 
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 to mete out “punishment” for himself.26 This split essentially divides and detaches 
himself from the self that is being judged, and (seemingly) enables him to adjudicate 
fairly and impartially. What is more, Kafka’s “Letter” describes his “latest marriage-
plan”27 as a crime that is “downright improper and wicked” in the eyes of Hermann 
Kafka, just as Georg is chastised by his father for the morally dubious woman that he 
intends to marry: “Because she lifted up her skirts like this and this you made up to 
her, and in order to make free with her undisturbed you have disgraced your mother’s 
memory, betrayed your friend, and stuck your father into bed so that he can’t move” 
(CS 85). Both fathers, then, disapprove of their sons’ choice of marriage partners, and 
make it known to them. The punishment for this transgression and this disobedience 
is death: Georg is to kill himself by drowning, and Kafka, in his letter, believes that 
his tuberculosis is triggered partly by his attempts to get married.28 As he writes, 
“Under the strain of the superhuman effort of wanting to marry … blood came from 
the lung” (HF 199).  
 Yet, the very act of accepting their punishments – both for Georg and Kafka – 
turns out to be, ironically, the ultimate act of defiance against the authority of their 
fathers. For in obeying the father, the son challenges and refutes the verdict of 
disobedience that is passed, and the punishment, when complied with, works to prove 
                                                 
26 In a diary entry dated February 11, 1913, Kafka makes the connection between Georg Bendemann 
and himself: “Georg has the same number of letters as Franz. In Bendemann, ‘mann’ is a strengthening 
of ‘Bende’ to provide for all the as yet unforeseen possibilities in the story. But Bende has exactly the 
same number of letters as Kafka, and the vowel e occurs in the same places as does the vowel a in 
Kafka” (TD 215). 
27 This marriage-plan refers to Kafka’s brief engagement to Julie Wohryzek, the daughter of a 
shoemaker and a synagogue custodian. Kafka met Julie at the beginning of 1919, and they got engaged 
in the summer of that year, a few months before Kafka wrote the “Letter to His Father.” From what 
Kafka says in the “Letter,” it is apparent that Hermann Kafka did not like the girl, and accused his son 
of falling for a coarse girl who succeeded in seducing him by putting on “a fancy blouse, something 
these Prague Jewesses are good at” (HF 208). 
28 The other reason that Kafka believed contributed to the onset of his tuberculosis was the strain he 
suffered in his attempts to write (HF 199).  
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 the son’s innocence, and his love for and loyalty to the father. As Walter Sokel 
elucidates in his reading of “The Judgement,” 
 
The very structure of the [concluding] scene, and above all Georg’s final act 
of carrying out his father’s sentence, refute his father’s analysis [of him being 
a devil of a child]. Georg contradicts his father – this is the story’s final 
paradox – by obeying him. His self-execution appears as a last act of protest 
and as a disproof of the justice of the judgement. (2002, 209) 
 
By acceding to his father’s punishment, Georg reveals himself to be a loving and 
obedient son, rather than the “devilish human being” that his father accuses him to be. 
The tragedy of his suicide brings Georg his final vindication: he proves his father 
wrong and reaffirms his undying love for his parents before falling to his death (CS 
88). For Kafka, this was the vindication he wished for but never received. As he wrote 
to Hermann Kafka in the “Letter,” “But I am equally entirely blameless. If I could get 
you to acknowledge this, then what would be possible is … a kind of peace; no 
cessation, but still, a diminution of your unceasing reproaches” (HF 158). However, 
by splitting his (delinquent) self from himself in “The Judgement,” and in sacrificing 
a fictional double (i.e. Georg Bendemann) in exchange for the testament of his love 
and obedience for his own parents, Kafka finds in writing a way to represent what is 
not possible for him to achieve in reality – in this case the sacrifice of a life.29 This, in 
fact, is one of the key functions of Kafka’s fiction. What is deemed physically 
                                                 
29 Michel Foucault – in his essay “What is an Author?” – shares the sentiment that writing, in 
contemporary literature, has become a tool to “kill,” and to provide the writer with acts of sacrifice 
which are capable of transcending the literary realm into the real world: “Writing has become linked to 
sacrifice, even to the sacrifice of life: it is now a voluntary effacement which does not need to be 
represented in books, since it is brought about in the writer’s very existence. The work, which once had 
the duty of providing immortality, now possesses the right to kill, to be its author’s murderer, as in the 
cases of Flaubert, Proust, and Kafka” (1984, 102). 
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 challenging or impossible for Kafka to realise in reality often gets deconstructed and 
woven into his narratives, where it has an opportunity to materialise in fiction. The 
corporeal entity of Georg is therefore used as a substitute for the punishment which 
Kafka is unable to carry out on his own body.30 
 The prospect of dying (or death) also enables Kafka (and Georg), in a way, to 
escape marriage and a married life.31 At the start of this chapter, I have pointed out  
that situated within the narrative of “The Judgement” are two radically incompatible 
impulses: the desire to marry and the ultimate flight from this desire through the act of 
suicide. These two conflicting impulses, when put together, reveal Kafka’s paradox 
that exists in his person as well as his writings. This Kafkan paradox is captured by 
the juxtaposition of two impulses (depending on the context, it could also be two 
objects, or two ideas) that are fundamentally inextricable but at the same time 
irrevocably in conflict with each other. To an extent, the Kafkan paradox can be said 
to reflect Kafka’s desire to have his cake and eat it. On another level, the paradox 
consists of a profound part of Kafka’s being and serves to remind us that there is 
ultimately no way to fully understand the complexity of his person and his fiction.  
 Perhaps the best example of this Kafkan paradox can be found in Kafka’s 
desire to write and his desire to marry. At first glance, these two desires appear to be 
                                                 
30 “The Metamorphosis,” which we will be looking at in Chapter 4, shares certain similarities with 
“The Judgement.” To begin with, the impossibility of transforming from a human into a mysterious 
creature serves as the premise of the narrative. This strange event can be paralleled to the sudden 
display of energy in the older Bendemann when confronting his son. In addition, the protagonist 
Gregor Samsa suffers from a sense of guilt towards his family, choosing eventually to end his life (like 
Georg) through suicide in order to free his loved ones from the burden of taking care of his (grotesque) 
transformed body. The ambiguity that surrounds Gregor’s transformation and his death, together with 
the autobiographical undertones which the story shares with “The Judgement,” make the two narratives 
similar both stylistically and thematically.  
31 The reasons for Kafka’s flight from marriage will be discussed below. In addition, I would like to 
suggest, from my reading of “The Judgement,” that the punishment from the older Bendemann might, 
in an ironic way, be a more merciful option for Georg when compared to the prospect of living with his 
fiancée Frieda after their marriage. Although it is never mentioned in the narrative whether Georg loves 
Frieda or not, or if he is looking forward to spending the rest of his life with her, we are nevertheless 
made to doubt the strength of their relationship on two counts: 1) the father’s disapproval of Frieda; 
and 2) Georg’s unexplained reluctance to inform his friend of his engagement (CS 79), an act which 
hints at his own doubts about the marriage-to-come. 
 42
 compatible. However, because Kafka could only write in absolute silence – which 
was part of the reason why he only wrote at night – he could only write in solitude, 
without the distraction of another person (or persons). This made marriage one of the 
many obstacles to his writing, and this in turn made him flee from the women he was 
romantically involved with, whenever they pressed too hard for marriage.32 In 
addition, Kafka had difficulties seeing sex as anything else other than something 
“filthy,” a result of his father’s insistence that he should visit the brothel to satisfy his 
sexual urges (HF 206-8). This repulsion that Kafka felt for sexual intercourse had a 
detrimental effect on his romantic relationships and contributed to his fear of and 
resistance to marriage. In a letter to Milena Jesenská, one of his later lovers, Kafka 
writes that “abomination and filth” are “inwardly very necessarily” associated with 
copulation (LM 181-2). This made Kafka see sex as a “punishment for the happiness 
of being together” with the person he loved (TD 228), and it inevitably planted the 
seed of destruction in all of his love relationships.33 It is not unlikely that “The 
Judgement” actually reflects Kafka’s own ambivalent sentiment towards suicide. In 
one of his later letters to Brod, written in 1917 when he was in Zürau (the same year 
in which his tuberculosis was diagnosed), Kafka confesses that he sees suicide, or 
rather “the thought of suicide,” as an avenue of escape from his problems, albeit in a 
defeatist way.34 Fortunately, the act of suicide remained a fantasy for Kafka that was 
                                                 
32 See Kafka’s diary entry dated March 9, 1914: “I couldn’t marry … everything in me revolted against 
it, much as I always loved [Felice]. It was chiefly concern over my literary work that prevented me, for 
I thought marriage would jeopardise it” (TD 262).  
33 Kafka repulsion/obsession for sex also extended into other forms of sexual acts, some of which we 
will be looking at when we discuss “In the Penal Colony” in the next chapter. 
34 In the same letter, Kafka writes that “what deterred me from suicide was no particular cowardice, but 
only the thought, which similarly ended in meaninglessness, ‘What, you, who can’t do anything, 
imagine you can do this? How dare you think so? If you could kill yourself, you more or less don’t 
have to.’ And so on” (LF 166). In addition, the narrator at the beginning of The Trial reveals Josef K’s 
opinion on suicide, an opinion which might well have been Kafka’s own: “Committing suicide would 
be so irrational that even had he wished to, the irrationality of the act would have prevented him” (11). 
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 executed solely in his narratives; otherwise, we might never get the chance to read 
many of his stories. 
 Interestingly, we can see similarities between the notion of suicide and the 
Kafkan paradox. Like Kafka’s conflicting impulses for solitude and marriage, the act 
of suicide holds at its core two irreconcilable impulses: the desire to be in complete 
control and, conversely, the desire to let go of everything one possesses. In “The 
Work and Death’s Space,” Blanchot describes this dual-impulse as follows: 
 
It is the passage from the certainty of an act that has been planned, consciously 
decided upon, and vigorously executed, to something which disorients every 
project, remains foreign to all decisions – the indecisive and uncertain, the 
crumbling of the inert and the obscurity of the nontrue. […] This is equivalent 
to thinking that death is something doubled: there is one death which 
circulates in the language of possibility, of liberty, which has for its furthest 
horizon the freedom to die and the capacity to take mortal risks; and there is 
its double, which is ungraspable. (1989, 104) 
 
To Blanchot, suicide is never carried out on the spur of the moment. The person who 
seeks to kill himself (or herself) painstakingly prepares for it, first by contemplating 
it, then deciding upon it, and finally coming up with a plan to execute it. It is therefore 
a commitment, not unlike writing or painting. But once it is executed, all control is 
forfeited; the person who commits suicide submits himself completely to chance and 
its uncertainties: his ultimate goal is of course to die, but there is no telling what 
might actually happen in the course of his seeking death. The incompatible dual-
nature of suicide therefore lies in its demand for the actor to be both in total control of 
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 the planning and execution of the act and at the same time completely resigned to his 
fate once the act has been committed. 
 Interestingly, and as I have shown earlier in this chapter, Kafka himself 
displayed signs of possessing both impulses: he was at once driven and committed to 
some of his personal goals and also incredibly vulnerable to his environment and the 
people around him. With regard to his writing and (to an extent) his body, Kafka 
fought hard to keep them under control. He drew up schedules and set aside time for 
his writing; at the same time, he exercised to strengthen his physical constitution. In 
both instances, Kafka proved himself to be disciplined and focused in order to achieve 
his goals. On the other hand, Kafka was a hesitant child who crumbled under the rule 
of Hermann Kafka. Growing up, he felt a persistent inadequacy whenever he 
compared his weak, sickly body to his father’s strong and robust one. When he was 
older, his bodily weaknesses became an impediment to his literary aspirations. He 
was plagued by this self-hatred for and dissatisfaction with his body all his life, and it 
made him feel so frustrated that he briefly contemplated ending his life: “The most 
obvious escape from all this was … the thought of suicide” (LF 166).  
 What is more, suicide, according to Blanchot, is equivalent to thinking of 
death as “something doubled.” Unlike the earlier examples we saw – the letter as a 
double for the narrative; the friend from Russia as a double for Georg; Georg as a 
double for Kafka, etc. – suicide as a double for death attempts, perhaps vainly, to 
reproduce that which is ungraspable. This is the death that Kafka constantly seeks to 
find, and to make sense of in his diaries, his notebooks, and his stories. By 
contemplating suicide in “The Judgement,” Kafka considers the possibility of 
choosing when and how to die in order to remove death as a mystery. Blanchot 
acknowledges this sentiment: “Having death within reach, docile and reliable, makes 
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 life possible, for it is exactly what provides air, space, free and joyful movement: it is 
possibility” (1989, 97). Kafka wishes, through his writings, to grasp death, or at least 
death’s double, the one that “circulates in the language of possibility,” and free 
himself from what he describes in his diary as “the eternal torments of dying” (TD 
302); by getting to the essence of death, if that is possible, one will be able to control 
it, and eliminate from it the danger and the fatality that marks the other death, the 
ungraspable one. This tension between life and death that Kafka struggles with in his 
corporeality and his writing is a reflection of our mortality; it is a state of being-alive 
which Kafka succinctly captures as the “Description of a Struggle.” Furthermore, the 
motivation and commitment that we find in the person who seeks to control and make 
sense of death is comparable to the motivation and commitment of an artist. “Not that 
the artist makes death his work of art,” clarifies Blanchot, “but it can be said that he is 
linked to the work in the same strange way in which the man who takes death for a 
goal is linked to death” (1989, 105). For Kafka, however, the artist often does make 
death his work of art, or at least one may read from his art a death wish that is derived 
from the art itself. The hunger artist is an example here, the prisoner in the penal 
colony possibly another.35 Together with the trapeze artist in “First Sorrow,” they will 
form the subject of my discussion in the next chapter.  
 
                                                 
35 Even Georg, who does not simply jump from the bridge but executes a graceful acrobatic turn before 
letting himself drop into the water, becomes, momentarily, “the distinguished gymnast he had once 
been in his youth” before meeting his end (CS 88). 
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 [3]  
 





The definition of a writer, of such a writer, and the explanation of 
his effectiveness, to the extent that he has any: He is the scapegoat 
of mankind. He makes it possible for men to enjoy sin without 
guilt, almost without guilt.  
 




The story is never anything but a fragment, then another fragment.  
 





In 1924, shortly before he passed away, Kafka published A Hunger Artist, a slim 
volume containing four of his short stories, three of which deal with the image of the 
artist.36 These three stories are “First Sorrow,” “A Hunger Artist,” and “Josephine the 
Singer, or the Mouse Folk.” In this chapter I will be looking at the two artists in “First 
Sorrow” and “A Hunger Artist,” along with the prisoner (and reluctant body-artist) of 
“In the Penal Colony,” in order to discuss the treatment of art and the artist in Kafka’s 
texts and their intricate relationship with the body. By focusing on the two human 
artists and not the mouse singer, I am not attempting to privilege particular texts over 
others. I do however wish to suggest a distinction between the “human artist” and the 
                                                 
36 Although the fourth story in the volume, “A Little Woman,” does not directly deal with the artist, 
Malcolm Pasley in his paper “Kafka’s Semi-private Games” argues that the text can be read as an 
allegory of Kafka’s writing.  
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 “artist as beast” in Kafka’s fiction. To be sure, scholars have pointed out Kafka’s 
conscious departure from the conventional (and lofty) image of the artist as a 
“creative demiurge,” choosing instead to portray his artists as “fallen or degraded” 
humans and beasts (Thiher 80-1). In my reading of Kafka’s short stories, particularly 
the longer pieces, I would like to develop on this concept of the artist. I argue that 
Kafka’s fallen or degraded artists can be placed on what I would call a scale of 
negation, with the fallen humans (such as the hunger artist and the prisoner in the 
penal colony) on one side and the animals and other creatures (such as the ape and 
Josephine the mouse) on the other. The monstrous vermin/Gregor Samsa in “The 
Metamorphosis” is located in the middle of this scale, and his half-human, half-
vermin identity marks the transition of Kafka’s human artists into bestial ones. A 




FIGURE 1: SCALE OF NEGATION 
 
 
Gymnast Hunger Artist Ape Mouse  
 






                                                
 From the diagram,37 we can see that located at one end of the scale is the 
gymnast in “First Sorrow.” Described as an “extraordinary and unique artist” in the 
narrative, he gives us a glimpse of the conventional ideal of the artist – muscular, 
 
37 To be sure, I am aware that the stories, as listed in the diagram above, do not follow the chronology 
in which they are written – “The Metamorphosis,” for one, was written before both “In the Penal 
Colony” and “A Hunger Artist.” This lack of a chronological order when examining the texts, however, 
does not undermine the discussion in any way. What my paper seeks to identify is a pattern between 
the narratives which can explain why Kafka wrote the corporeal into his fiction. This pattern that I will 
be tracing follows a course with an ultimate destination (or goal) which may not have any relation to 
the temporal progression of his work.  
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 dedicated, childlike, beautiful – but is eventually initiated (or negated) into the life of 
suffering of the Kafkan artist. And at the other extreme we have the burrower in “The 
Burrow,” who, contrary to the gymnast, almost disappears into insignificance in the 
story (as he hopes to achieve with his burrow), if not for the occasional moments 
where the narrative gives focus to his physical attributes (the claws, the sharp teeth) or 
some of his animal urges (such as the food gorging or his desire to destroy the beast 
he suspects is nearby). To me, this ambiguous, near-invisible protagonist in “The 
Burrow” is Kafka’s ultimate fallen artist. The negation and sense of alienation that the 
burrower experiences in the narrative far exceeds the kind and degree of negation that 
Kafka imposes upon his other fallen artists. More importantly, and unlike the 
criminalised body of the prisoner or the inherently repulsive one of the vermin, the 
burrower’s body refuses to be pinned down by language: because the narrative does 
not describe the burrower in definitive terms – bulky, hairy, muscular, etc. – it is a 
“non-image” that remains indefinable and elusive, one of those insignificant marks 
that, as established in the previous chapter, possesses the ability to reproduce itself 
interminably. It is worthwhile to look at this in detail later. The animal artists will be 
examined in the next chapter, while the burrower will serve as the subject of 
discussion for my conclusion. For now, let us turn to the human artists in Kafka’s 
narratives to understand how they 1) reflect Kafka’s own anxieties concerning his 
body and his identity as an artist, and 2) provide the start of a gradual regression of 
the Kafkan artist from humanity into bestiality and insignificance.38 
 
                                                 
38 Kafka became acquainted with Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution under the influence of his 
science teacher, Adolf Gottwald, a Darwinist, in the Gymnasium when he was sixteen (Anderson 128). 
As we look at the stories to be examined here and in subsequent chapters, it will be useful to bear in 
mind Kafka’s awareness of Darwinism, and the potential impact it would have had on his writings, 
especially narratives like “The Metamorphosis” and “A Report to an Academy,” which have in them a 
strong reference to evolutionary theories.  
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The Sorrows of an Artist 
In January 1912, the beginning of the year in which Kafka was to write his 
remarkable story “The Judgement,” he recorded the following in his diary. 
 
When it became clear in my organism that writing was the most productive 
direction for my being to take, everything rushed in that direction and left 
empty all those abilities which were directed towards the joys of sex, eating, 
drinking, philosophical reflection, and above all music. I atrophied in all these 
directions. This was necessary because the totality of my strengths was so 
slight that only collectively could they even halfway serve the purpose of my 
writing. (TD 163) 
 
From the passage it is clear that Kafka took his writing very seriously, to the point 
where he “atrophied” corporeally, psychologically, and spiritually in order to redirect 
all that potential energy to “the most productive direction for [his] being to take,” that 
is, his writing. For an artist, time is never enough, and in the quest to perfect his art, 
the artist must make necessary sacrifices in his life. In Kafka’s case this meant the 
adoption of an ascetic lifestyle, and a conscious rejection of those abilities “directed 
towards the joys of sex, eating, drinking, philosophical reflection, and above all 
music.” In short, he had neither time nor patience for things other than his writing. 
However, Kafka soon learned – in pursuing his ultimate calling – that to write was 
also to subject the self to suffering. For the act of writing inevitably tires the writer 
and makes him both physically and mentally exhausted. In particular, Kafka regularly 
noted this physical pain and tiredness (related to his writing) in his diary: “I will not 
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 let myself become tired. I’ll jump into my story even though it should cut my face to 
pieces” (TD 28). Yet, it is precisely because the task of writing is so arduous and 
demanding that it elevates the creative work into something valuable and worthy. The 
process of creating art, the time and energy, the anguish, and the pain that have gone 
into the conception and production of that art all belong to and form an intrinsic part 
of the artwork that is eventually produced. Nothing is excluded; everything comes 
together to make a whole (that is, Kafka’s oeuvre). For Kafka, the artist produces art 
and becomes the artwork that he produces.  
 Not surprisingly, Kafka’s fictional artists also suffer for their art. To begin 
with, we have the gymnast of “First Sorrow,” whose art is described as “one of the 
most difficult humanity can achieve” (CS 446). In seeking to keep “his art at the pitch 
of its perfection,” the gymnast maintains a constant practice and never descends from 
his trapeze located “high in the vaulted domes of the great variety theatres” (CS 446). 
In his obsession to keep up with his performance and his art, the trapeze artist mirrors 
Kafka and his determination to write even if the act should cut his face to pieces. Like 
his creator, the gymnast believes that an artist must never stop doing what he is 
destined to do, for to stop producing his art (or to stop performing) is to stop being an 
artist. Art is what sustains him, apart from the things he takes for physical sustenance. 
(But even this fundamental need for physical sustenance is turned on its head when 
we get to “A Hunger Artist” later in the chapter.) 
 In the climax of the story, the circus manager discovers the gymnast upset 
with his single trapeze, which he says limits the variety of performance of his art. 
Here, we see in the trapeze artist a lapse from an initial state of innocence into a 
tormenting experience of conflict, brought about by his ambitious desire to double his 
performance (yet another act of doubling) by training on two trapezes instead of one. 
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 Furthermore, the act of self-doubling is also “the essence of self-representation,” 
which causes the trapeze artist to become aware of “his first sorrow in this moment 
when he is tempted by imitation, mimesis, and doubling” for an art that is 
traditionally non-mimetic (Thiher 86). The trapeze artist’s desire to mimic himself 
inadvertently complicates his art and removes the possibility of him “living 
peacefully” (CS 447), bringing about his initiation into a state of negation and 
suffering that the Kafkan artist has to endure. As the closing lines of the story tell us, 
“Once such ideas began to torment him, would they ever quite leave him alone? 
Would they not rather increase in urgency? Would they not threaten his very 
existence? And indeed the manager believed he could see, during the apparently 
peaceful sleep which had succeeded the fit of tears, the first furrows of care engraving 
themselves upon the trapeze artist’s smooth, childlike forehead” (CS 448). Art as 
suffering is engraved on the forehead of the gymnast, just like how it will be inscribed 
on the body of the prisoner in the penal colony. In the narrative’s most Kafkaesque 
moment, the artist in “First Sorrow” proves himself to be – and suffers from – the 
very art that he pursues.  
  
 
“In the Penal Colony” 
 “In the Penal Colony,” written in 1914, is often read by scholars of Kafka as a 
story about punishment, justice, and the Law. Because of this scholarly interest in its 
“deeper significance” and the more challenging and cerebral problems that can be 
derived from this, interpretations of the text have consistently veered away from its 
grotesque portrayal of torture and death as well as the pornological and 
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 sadomasochistic elements that can be found in the narrative.39 Margot Norris further 
observes that, for organisational purposes, Kafka’s stories are often read in allegorical 
clusters which bring together works perceived to share a common theme (or themes) 
such as the Law and justice. This typology causes “In the Penal Colony” to be 
regularly grouped together with other works of punishment such as “The Judgement” 
and The Trial. The problem with this classification, Norris argues, is that it obscures 
an important structural similarity that “In the Penal Colony” in fact shares with “A 
Hunger Artist.” As Norris argues, we see in both texts a protagonist who is “a 
fanatical believer in meaningful suffering [who] reenacts a spectacle that in an earlier 
age drew huge, festive crowds, but now results only in sordid death and burial” (1978, 
430). To her, “allegorical readings mask this symmetry by giving the stories different 
ideational contexts derived from the idea that governs the suffering in the work: the 
Law in the ‘Penal Colony,’ and the Ideal in ‘Hunger Artist’ ” (1978, 430). In the 
discussion below, I would like to look at these two texts in order to examine in detail 
some of the similarities they share.  
 By reading “In the Penal Colony” as a text that deals with the themes of 
punishment and the Law, one comes to see the prisoner as primarily a criminal, an 
offender not unlike Georg or Josef K in The Trial. This reading, however, ignores the 
possibility of seeing the prisoner as an artist who “becomes his own artwork, akin to 
the performing artists of [Kafka’s] last works, ‘A Hunger Artist’ or ‘Josephine the 
Singer’ ” (Anderson 175). This alternative reading is what I want to focus on in my 
discussion. Of course, the “prisoner” of this alternative reading does not exactly refer 
                                                 
39 Scholars have pointed out that Kafka’s primary literary source for “In the Penal Colony” is Octave 
Mirabeau’s novel The Torture Garden (Anderson 176, Gilman 1995, 81), a story about a French 
explorer’s experiences on an Oriental island and his attraction/repulsion to the fascinating torture 
techniques practiced there. As Anderson points out, critics have often written off Mirabeau’s novel “as 
pornography or decadent kitsch,” even though it can also be interpreted as “a critique of European 
decadence” (177).  
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 to the condemned prisoner character in the story, who does not succeed in receiving 
his sentence on his body in the narrative; rather, it refers to a representation or the 
potentiality of the prisoner. This includes future prisoners who will be receiving the 
inscription/judgement (but who in this case can be disregarded given the destruction 
of the machine at the end of the narrative) as well as previous prisoners who have 
already received their corporal punishments (and who are therefore dead). The 
possibility of considering the “no longer” and the “not yet” – what would otherwise 
be inconceivable – enables us to then imagine the prisoner as an artist, or more 
specifically, a body artist. 
 One of the main obstacles which prevents the reader from comparing the 
prisoner to an artist is the emphasis on the written judgement that is inscribed on the 
body of the prisoner. Moreover, this is an emphasis which is insisted upon not only by 
scholars who focus on the theme of punishment in the text, but also the officer who 
carries out the execution in the narrative. The problem with this perspective is that it 
does not take into account the other bodily marks and adornments that are to cover the 
entire body of the prisoner in the course of the punishment. As the officer tells us: 
“The script itself runs around the body only in a narrow girdle; the rest of the body is 
reserved for the embellishments” (CS 149). Allegorical readings of the text that focus 
on the theme of punishment pay attention to the “script,” the legible markings – 
“HONOUR THY SUPERIORS!” “BE JUST!” – but ignore “the purely decorative, abstract, 
aesthetic context of the judgement” (Anderson 175); that is, the marks and 
embellishments that will permanently adorn the skin of the prisoner once the machine 
completes the procedure. When we consider these bodily decorations that the prisoner 
wears at the end of the punishment, it is not hard to think of him as someone whose 
body is covered with tattoos. These markings and adornments identify the prisoner as 
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 a body artist, his body the site on which this art (of tattooing) takes place as well as 
the artwork itself.40 Suffering is necessary for the body artist: in order to possess these 
embellishments, he needs to endure the bodily pain and the agony that every tattooee 
undergoes when acquiring a new tattoo. Unlike the typical tattooee, however, the 
artist does not merely suffer pain for the tattoos: he suffers the pain until he dies. 
What is more, his suffering eventually gives way to enlightenment and a transfigured 
death. To understand how this is achieved, we need to first look at the other artist in 
the narrative. 
 If the prisoner is a body artist, then the officer of the penal colony will be the 
tattooist who is responsible for the art on his body. Although the officer does not 
actually create the embellishments himself, but leaves it to the machine to do the 
work, his knowledge of the machine’s separate parts – the Harrow,41 the Bed, and the 
Designer – and their respective functions makes him not only the judge and 
executioner of the prisoner, but also the skilled technician who operates the machine 
that is used to perform the punishment. Towards the end of the narrative, as the 
officer prepares the machine for his own sentence, we are given prove of his 
expertise. 
 
It had been clear enough previously that [the officer] understood the machine 
well, but now it was almost staggering to see how he managed it and how it 
obeyed him. His hand had only to approach the Harrow for it to rise and sink 
                                                 
40 The explorer in the narrative comments that these arabesques, as seen on the former Commandant’s 
master plan, are “sehr kunstvoll,” a phrase that has been commonly replaced by the word “ingenious” 
in English translations (CS 149), but which can be better translated to mean “full of art.” The second 
translation supports my reading of the prisoner’s body as the site for the tattooing art as well as the 
artwork itself. 
41 I believe that Kafka uses the word “harrow” deliberately, to refer to an implement with spike-like 
teeth or needles as well as to bring attention to the “harrowing” experience when one is put under the 
apparatus. Thus the Harrow has two meanings: the literal meaning for the apparatus itself, and an 
implied meaning for when the word is used as a verb, that is, to disturb intensely and/or painfully; to 
cause distress to the mind. 
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 several times till it was adjusted to the right position for receiving him; he 
touched only the edge of the Bed and already it was vibrating; the felt gag 
came to meet his mouth, one could see that the officer was really reluctant to 
take it but he shrank from it only a moment, soon he submitted and received it. 
(CS 163-4) 
 
The officer’s submission to the machine is symbolic of his suicide, a significant act in 
the narrative which we will come back to shortly. What is important to note here is 
the fact that the officer understands the intricate machine almost like his own 
brainchild, and it is no surprise, for he had “assisted at the very earliest experiments 
[leading to the invention of the machine] and had a share in all the work until its 
completion” (CS 141). Furthermore, the officer was appointed by the former 
Commandant (and inventor of the machine) as the presiding judge of these executions 
because of his knowledge “in all penal matters” as well as “the apparatus” or the 
machine (CS 145). Now, in front of the explorer, the officer displays how the machine 
literally obeys and responds to him – his hand needs only to approach the Harrow for 
it to adjust itself to the right position to receive him, just like how the tattooing 
instrument submits itself to the skilled fingers of a tattoo artist. This expertise with the 
machine and his suicidal intent towards the end of the narrative marks the officer out 
as an artist who, like the gymnast and the hunger artist whom we will be looking at in 
a while, takes his art very seriously. The professionalism that these Kafkan artists 
share is essential to our discussion here, for it necessarily changes the way we 
perceive and identify the artist and the artwork in this story.   
 The officer’s active participation in the punishment of the prisoner adds 
another dimension to the notion of the “artist” in the narrative. While I have shown 
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 that the prisoner is an artist and the tattoos on his body represent his art, he is also the 
artwork of the officer, who uses the machine to create beautiful calligraphy on the 
body of the prisoner. This complex relationship between the artist and his artwork in 
the narrative further blurs the boundaries between art and the creator of art, and it 
provides us, more importantly, with an alternative perspective: that the officer/tattoo 
artist is in fact the key artist in the narrative, while the prisoner is more of an 
accidental artist who has been instated as one because of circumstance. The officer’s 
suicide at the end of the narrative reinforces his status as the principal artist of the 
story, for the event ties us back to the concept of the archetypal Kafkan artist – of 
which I have established in the previous chapter – who has a tendency to make death 
a part of his art (we will see this again in “A Hunger Artist”).  
 It is therefore with the help of the tattoo artist and his machine that the 
prisoner is transformed into a body artist with ornamental arabesques inscribed all 
over his body. Furthermore, the tattoo artist pursues his art (or is forced to pursue this 
art) to the very end: only when enlightenment (or ecstasy) comes to the body artist 
and he dies from the punishment does the officer stop the machine from inscribing the 
script further. The process takes a total of twelve hours. This, the officer argues, is 
necessary in order for the completion of the judgement. 
 
The first six hours the condemned man stays alive almost as before, he suffers 
only pain. After two hours the felt gag is taken away, for he has no longer 
strength to scream. […] But how quiet he grows at just about the sixth hour! 
Enlightenment comes to the most dull-witted. It begins around the eyes. From 
there it radiates. A moment that might tempt one to get under the Harrow 
oneself. Nothing more happens than that the man begins to understand the 
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 inscription, he purses his mouth as if he were listening. You have seen how 
difficult it is to decipher the script with one’s eyes; but our man deciphers it 
with his wounds. To be sure, that is a hard task; he needs six hours to 
accomplish it. […] Then the judgement has been fulfilled, and we, the soldier 
and I, bury him. (CS 149-50) 
 
The passage is filled with hints of sadomasochism, and beneath the veil of justice one 
wonders if the officer does not derive a certain (perverse) pleasure himself from 
watching the execution of the prisoner, or what he calls the performance: “But how 
quiet he grows at just about the sixth hour! … A moment that might tempt one to get 
under the Harrow oneself.” It is also significant that this act of torture used to be a 
spectacle that drew large crowds in the era of the old Commandant, and, what is 
more, served an educational purpose for the children then, who were given the best 
seats in front of the machine in order to witness the enlightenment that came at the 
sixth hour: “How we all absorbed the look of transfiguration on the face of the 
sufferer, how we bathed our cheeks in the radiance of that justice” (CS 154). 
Socialised this way, the children thus grew up believing that justice was being done at 
the execution grounds. But what about the sexual undercurrents that can be found in 
this execution-performance, and what are some of its implications for the text? 42 
                                                 
42 “In the Penal Colony” is not the only Kafka story that contains sexualised passages and sexual 
innuendoes. Others like “A Country Doctor” and The Trial have in them heavy sexual undercurrents as 
well, a possible manifestation of Kafka’s own conflicted attitude towards sex, and his attraction and 
repulsion to it. Indeed, this preoccupation with sex extended beyond his stories and can be found even 
in some of the letters he wrote. When discussing the ending of “The Judgement” in a letter to Brod, 
Kafka confides: “Do you know what the last sentence means? When I wrote it, I had in mind a violent 
ejaculation” (Ruhleder 13). In another letter to Brod, Kafka considers the merits of engaging in a 
threesome. “The way I am, a threesome would have suited me very well, for I would not have 
mattered, I would have been able to keep out of the way and yet not be alone there, which is what I fear 
[that is, being alone]” (LF 332). Despite the sexual undertones of this remark, this “threesome” act, 
when read in its context, refers to one of Kafka’s planned meeting with his friend Oskar Baum and his 
wife in Georgental. Nonetheless, there are two things we can take note of in this statement. Apart from 
the advantage of not having to be alone (something which Kafka says he fears), the other important 
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  Apart from the officer’s account of the inscription process cited above, there 
are other moments in the narrative which hint at the prisoner’s sexual gratification 
under the Harrow: during the execution, as the needles are put to work, one can hear 
“the condemned man’s sighs, half-muffled by the felt gag” (CS 154); and at the sixth 
hour, the look of transfiguration on the face of the prisoner is “achieved at last [but 
fades] so quickly” (CS 154), not unlike an orgasm. Norris, citing Deleuze in his book 
Masochism: An Interpretation of Coldness and Cruelty, brings further clarity to the 
motivations behind the punishment. 
 
According to Deleuze, sadism and masochism always have a conscious and an 
unconscious component, philosophical and psychoanalytical, an understanding 
and manipulation of the effects and an ignorance of the causes of that 
compulsion to construct certain fantasies and write pornological texts. He is 
able, thereby, to shed new light on the ideational contexts in Kafka’s works, to 
show, for instance, that tyranny is not merely a symbolic expression of the 
paternal role, the superego function, in sadism but that the sadist uses tyranny 
subversively to expose the absurdity of the Law, by enacting an extreme 
application of “the letter of the law,” for example, as in the “Penal Colony.” 
(1978, 434) 
 
As Norris implies in the passage, the real sadist/masochist in the “Penal Colony” is in 
fact Kafka, who attempts (in his story) to use torture and tyranny “subversively [in 
order] to expose the absurdity of the Law,” and in doing so to provide his own 
critique of the Law and its flaws. For “the work [in this case Kafka’s text] gives voice 
                                                                                                                                            
point that surfaces from the letter is this sense of negation, of him being kept out of the way by the 
mere fact of his “invisibility.” Significantly, this goes back to the theme of negation that prefigures so 
strongly in many – if not all – of his stories. 
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 in man to what does not speak: to the unnameable, the inhuman, to what is devoid of 
truth, bereft of justice, without rights” (Blanchot 1989, 232). The sadistic tendency of 
the officer (and by inference, the old Commandant as well) makes his actions (done in 
the name of the Law) questionable, and uncovers the perverse motivations behind his 
enjoyment in watching the prisoners moan under the Harrow. Indeed, the gruesome 
penultimate scene in which the officer receives his own judgement – from a spike 
which impales him through the forehead as the machine abruptly breaks down – 
provides him not with the “promised redemption” that he so desperately seeks, but the 
punishment that he rightly deserves. By sentencing the officer and his machine to 
death, Kafka makes clear his moral position in the narrative: to the author, sexual 
perversion is wrong and ought not to be encouraged. This is a significant statement as 
it goes back to Kafka’s own repulsion and shame towards his sexuality and sexual 
urges which I have discussed in the last chapter.  
 To elaborate on Kafka’s critique of the torture apparatus, let us go back a little 
in the narrative, to the moment when the officer asks the explorer to read a guiding 
plan (drawn by the old Commandant himself) that holds a template of the script to be 
used for the execution. Despite his attempts at reading the script, the explorer clearly 
has difficulties deciphering what is on the paper: “All he could see was a labyrinth of 
lines crossing and recrossing each other, which covered the paper so thickly that it 
was difficult to discern the blank spaces between them” (CS 148). As the explorer 
confesses his inability to decipher the script, the officer responds good-humouredly: 
 
“Yes,” said the officer with a laugh, putting the paper away again, “it’s no 
calligraphy for school children. It needs to be studied closely. I’m quite sure 
that in the end you would understand it too. Of course the script can’t be a 
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 simple one; it’s not supposed to kill a man straight off, but only after an 
interval of, on an average, twelve hours … so there have to be lots and lots of 
flourishes around the actual script.” (CS 149)  
 
The ambivalence of the execution is revealed in the officer’s reply. Although the 
script is usually a simple one – such as “BE JUST!” – it is often not even legible. This 
contradicts the officer’s emphasis on the importance of the written judgement on the 
prisoner. When we consider the spectacle-that-was-the-execution in the light of the 
officer’s statement (that the script needs to be studied closely over a period of time in 
order to be decipherable), we realise that people in the past were made to watch the 
condemned man suffer on the Harrow, his punishment being written on his body, 
without actually understanding what was being written. It is no wonder, then, that 
“many did not care to watch it but lay with closed eyes in the sand” (CS 154); unless 
the members in the audience derived some kind of pleasure from watching someone 
else suffer, the performance was quite meaningless to them. Because the “legible 
marks” are, by the officer’s own admission, not often legible, the execution truly turns 
into performance and theatricality, a spectacle that invites people to indulge in its 
sadistic pleasures. That is the ultimate reason for prolonging the punishment of the 
sufferer to twelve hours: so that the torture and the pleasure it gives (both for the 
victim and the spectators) will be correspondingly prolonged. Read this way, the 
execution loses its legitimacy and its promise of justice. What it satiates instead are 
the sexual urges of both the condemned person (who is nonetheless not a willing 
participant) and the audience. The perversity of the performance satisfies the 
sadomasochistic desires of the viewers, while the pain derived from the punishment 
provides the condemned man with an orgasm – his final one – before his death. 
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  Yet, the officer asserts that the prisoner will attain not just an orgasm but also 
a form of enlightenment at the climax of the judgement, which, according to him, is 
marked by a “radiation” that begins from around the eyes (CS 150). While the idea is 
an attractive one, we must be mindful that neither the prisoner (who does not get 
punished in the course of the narrative) nor the officer (who dies a gruesome death 
from a malfunction of the machine) experience this promised transcendence in the 
narrative. This desire for enlightenment or transfiguration is a recurring motif in 
Kafka’s fiction; many of his characters – including the protagonists in “A Hunger 
Artist,” “Investigations of a Dog,” and “A Report to an Academy” – have a lifelong 
ambition to attain some form of transfiguration through the art they create. At the 
same time, it is important to note that none of these characters actually realise that 
ambition. Perhaps the transfiguration that these characters seek is akin to the 
“complete opening out of the body and the soul” that Kafka experienced after writing 
“The Judgement.”43 It is a bodily experience which Kafka actively sought in his 
subsequent writings but which never came back, and it appears that Kafka was 
expressing his frustration for these failed attempts through the narratives that were 
written after “The Judgement.” This bringing-forth of the body and soul, however, is 
important to Kafka, for it is what presents Truth as art, the essential goal of the artist 
who is committed to his craft. It is the transcendence of art into the impossibility of 
death – that which immortalises the artist in his art, but which also reaffirms the 
reality of death. In the “Penal Colony,” it is mentioned that the body artist’s 
transfiguration begins “only [at] about the sixth hour,” when he “loses all desire to 
                                                 
43 As Mark Anderson points out, the parallels between the prisoner’s ordeal and Kafka’s writing of 
“The Judgement” do not just end there. In both instances, an artist is concerned with writing: one using 
pen and paper, the other literally on his body. Further, the duration of the writing is almost the same in 
both cases: the prisoner’s judgement is twelve hours, while Kafka wrote his story in one entire night. 
Finally, both the prisoner and the protagonist of “The Judgement” are punished for disrespect to 
authority: the prisoner offends his superior, while Georg fails in his duty as a son to his father. (See 
Anderson 187.) 
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 eat” (CS 150). This relinquishment of food, which will be taken up again by the 
hunger artist, is equivalent to the relinquishment of life. For food is sustenance; it is 
part of what we need, what keeps us alive. Only when the body artist gives up the 
desire to live does he begin to understand death. This is the death instinct (Thanatos) 
that transfigures him and brings him enlightenment: he has ceased to fear death. 
Towards the end of his life, as he was dying from tuberculosis, Kafka wrote of the 
same transfiguration in his notebook: “One of the first signs of the beginnings of 
understanding is the wish to die. This life appears unbearable, another unattainable. 
One is no longer ashamed of wanting to die” (BO 88). For the hunger artist, the 
refusal of sustenance, of life, is his very craft and performance.  
 
 
“A Hunger Artist” 
 When we come to the hunger artist, we have arrived at an image of the artist 
that is not far from the vile, repulsive vermin of “The Metamorphosis” and the other 
non-human artists that we will be discussing in the next chapter. If we recall the body 
of the trapeze artist – strong, muscular, beautiful – it is something admirable that is 
close to the conventional ideal, in which the artist is defined as a creative demiurge. 
The body of the condemned prisoner in the “Penal Colony” is clearly degraded when 
we compare him to the gymnast: although still human-like, we begin to notice in him 
certain animal traits, particularly that of a dog (CS 140). The tattoos (that are to be 
inscribed) on his body also serve to give him, from a Eurocentric point-of-view, a 
certain primal, savage appearance which further debases him. The hunger artist, who 
also carries his art on his body like the prisoner, is physically more degenerated than 
the latter because of his severe emaciation and his subhuman appearance. 
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 Furthermore, this is a man who is not only skeletal, but someone who literally totters 
between life and death: the hunger artist’s conscious refusal to eat and his ability to 
fast – “he alone knew … how easy it was to fast” (CS 270) – although a necessity for 
his art, negates him from life and brings death closer to him every time he goes 
without food.  
 The suffering of the hunger artist is unprecedented in the stories we have 
looked at so far; its duration supersedes even the twelve hours of pain that the 
prisoner must endure from his written judgement. Whenever the hunger artist fasts, it 
is always for an extended period: when he performed this feat for his former circus it 
would be for up to a maximum of forty days, the “longest period of fasting [as] fixed 
by his impresario” (CS 270). When he is finally forsaken by the new circus he signed 
up with, he fasts indefinitely, weeks, months, possibly longer – “no one counted the 
days, no one, not even the artist himself, knew what records he was already breaking” 
(CS 276) – until his eventual death from starvation. The deprivation that one 
experiences when denied of the most essential things in life – food, water, sleep, etc. – 
is extremely taxing on one’s body, and even if the hunger artist is capable of enduring 
it (and of course he must be, in order to be able to fast for so long), one wonders if he 
would, with his frail body, make it for even another day, and this suspense is what 
keeps the show going.  
 The hunger artist’s ability to fast reveals two important things about him. 
First, it makes him one of the most repugnant characters in Kafka’s narratives, and it 
creates in him a creature barely human, almost a trace or even a nonentity who, 
towards the end of the narrative, threatens to disappear from the page. (His eventual 
death, of course, permanently removes him from the story.) Second, it serves as an 
apparent testament of his endurance and dedication to his art until we are told, in the 
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 conclusion of the story and by the artist himself, that he deserves no admiration, and 
that he is merely a freak of nature who fasts only because he cannot find the food he 
likes: “If I had found it, believe me, I should have made no fuss and stuffed myself 
like you or anyone else” (CS 277). The hunger artist fasts by default, not because he 
aspires towards the transfiguration that his art can give him (although he is obsessed 
with breaking world records), but because he cannot bear to put into his mouth food 
that does nothing to satisfy his taste buds. He is, in short, a victim of chance and 
(mis)fortune, someone who has been cursed to suffer for the mutation that he is born 
with but never asked for.  
 Yet, it is also chance that has given him a shot at professional fasting, where 
for several decades he was at the height of his profession: like the torture machine in 
its heyday under the Old Commandant, the hunger artist enjoyed a period of 
tremendous success during which people would flock to see him fast “at least once a 
day, […] marvelling at him as he sat there pallid in black tights, with his ribs sticking 
out so prominently, […] sometimes giving a courteous nod, answering questions with 
a constrained smile, or perhaps stretching an arm through the bars so that one might 
feel how thin it was” (CS 268). The hunger artist’s popularity with the public was 
clear, his celebrity status undisputed; at the same time, his art brought in huge profits 
for the circus up until recent years, when with the changing climate came a fall in the 
public’s interest in fasting artists. This rise and fall of an era, which mirrors that in the 
“Penal Colony,” enables Kafka, again, to use the text as a social critique, this time on 
capitalism.  
 The hunger artist, with his genetic deficiency and his physical ability to 
abstain from food for long periods, makes him both an advocate and a victim of the 
capitalist system. To begin with, the artist requires minimal care and maintenance 
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 from the circus. As he will be fasting most of the time, it costs practically nothing to 
keep him, merely a cage and some straw. What is more, even the breakfast that the 
hunger artist rewards his nightly watchers with “was brought [to] them at his 
expense” (CS 269, emphasis mine). The hunger artist’s profession, and in fact his 
very being, reinforces the primary objective of capitalism: that of profit maximising. 
Further, the hunger artist is no more than a tool and a victim in the circus’s quest for 
(more) profit. As professional fasting loses its appeal, the hunger artist gets moved 
around like an unwanted commodity from circus to circus. While he naively believes 
that he has always been striving towards a certain idea of greatness through his art, 
the circus master only sees him as another curio that will enable the circus to make 
more money. Finally, when life itself has expired in him, he is ruthlessly cast out from 
his cage, like rubbish, to make way for new and better moneymaking displays. Like 
the officer in the penal colony, the hunger artist’s aspiration for transfiguration is 
never realised in the narrative; at the end, he can only lament at the harshness of 
reality and resign himself to his lot. The story can be said to reflect, on some level, 
Kafka’s dissatisfaction with the capitalism that permeated the Prague of his time, and 
his father’s high-handed attitude when dealing with his employees (HF 181). But 
before we get too carried away by this critique of the capitalist system, I want to bring 
us back to one important question that ought to be asked regarding the artist and his 
profession: What made it possible for the hunger artist to turn an apparent disability 
into a moneymaking talent?  
 In the previous chapter, we talked about the play of chance and how it enables 
possibilities to enter a text, particularly a Kafkan text. The possibilities that may be 
derived from the hunger artist’s peculiar taste for food are numerous. One of them is 
to use it (instead of rejecting it) as an added advantage in professional fasting. What 
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 began as a negation or a lack for the hunger artist becomes, in time and when properly 
honed, a strength that empowers him to rise up in his art to achieve fame and fortune. 
What is essentially needed for this transformation, as with every successful artist, is a 
willingness to work, to improve. With a focused objective in mind, everything else 
will come: practice, determination, skill, technique, and, eventually, success. What 
Kafka is doing in “A Hunger Artist,” then, is to generate a negation (or a negating 
force), tinker with it, and transform it into something uplifting, reaffirming, and 
positive. Furthermore, it is clear from the narrative that the hunger artist takes his art 
very seriously, even with the special advantage he enjoys. The omniscient narrator 
reveals that the artist is “never satisfied” despite his success (CS 270), and even 
though his fasting record (of forty days) remains unbeaten, he aspires to beat his own 
record “by a performance beyond human imagination, since he felt that there were no 
limits to his capacity for fasting” (CS 271). The hunger artist’s dedication to and 
success in professional fasting reflects Kafka’s own desire to transform his bodily 
inadequacies into potentiality and strength – in the hope of achieving literary success 
for his writings. To examine this further, let us now shift our focus to a particular 
exercise regime that Kafka integrated into his life during his mid-twenties. 
 Somewhere around 1908-09, Kafka began subscribing to the exercise 
programme created by the Danish gymnast and pedagogue J. P. Müller, which was 
first published in a book titled My System in 1904. For many years, Kafka performed 
these exercises diligently, twice a day, naked, and in front of an open window in his 
bedroom. Apart from exercising, Müller also recommended a series of changes to 
aspects like a person’s diet, clothing, hygiene, sports, medicine and mental-health; it 
was, in sum, a comprehensive philosophy for healthy living which complemented the 
exercises he designed in order for an individual to improve health and vitality through 
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 physical and spiritual renewal (Anderson 80). What is of interest to us here was 
Kafka’s adoption of a vegetarian diet based on Müller’s health regime. Anderson, in 
his book Kafka’s Clothes, has a summary for this dieting philosophy: 
 
[Müller] recommended a diet of raw vegetables, fresh fruit, milk, and cheese; 
alcohol, strong spices, rich sauces, and large quantities of meat and fish were 
to be avoided. Less was better than more: “There are more people who slowly 
eat themselves to death, than there are [sic] who die of hunger. So you should 
always eat less than you think is filling … a good portion of the food can be 
expelled undigested” [citation from Müller’s book]. Modifying Feuerbach’s 
dictum that “Man is what he eats,” Müller writes that “ ‘Man is how he eats’ 
or ‘how he digests’.” Prophetic words for the likes of Gregor Samsa or the 
Hunger Artist! (81-2) 
 
The hunger artist, clearly a double for Kafka’s physical and dietary concerns, carries 
Müller’s philosophy of “less is better than more” to an extreme. Although this has 
cost the hunger artist his health, it has also given him tremendous success in his 
profession, something Kafka had always aspired towards. The question worth asking 
is: What might have happened if Kafka had followed his art to an extreme? Could he 
have transformed his negative physical attributes – too thin, too long, too weak – into 
strength and proficiency for his writing in order to achieve success? We shall be able 
to find out more about this by examining what came to pass when Kafka signed up for 
a health rejuvenation programme. 
 During the summer of 1912, a few years after he started the Müller exercises, 
Kafka journeyed alone to Jungborn sanatorium to experience natural and spiritual 
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 healing through physical culture. While there, Kafka participated in “group 
callisthenics in the nude” and “attended lectures on vegetarianism, clothing reforms, 
and natural medicine” (Anderson 84). During his free time, Kafka also worked on a 
novel (which would later become Amerika). However, he was not very productive, 
partly owing to his overeating during mealtimes, a vain attempt, as he claimed, to 
“fatten” himself up. In a letter to Brod, written while he was at Jungborn, Kafka 
complains: 
 
My chief affliction consists in my eating too much. I am stuffing myself like a 
sausage, rolling in the grass and swelling up in the sun. I have the silly idea of 
wanting to make myself fat, and from there on curing myself in general. […] 
There is definitely a connection that my scribbling goes more slowly than in 
Prague. (LF 80) 
 
In a gesture that opposes the hunger artist’s denial of food (as well as the dieting 
regime recommended by Müller), Kafka tried to improve his health by increasing his 
daily food intake, taking his dietary habits to the other extreme. Instead of keeping 
him nourished and curing his health problems, the act of overeating had an adverse 
effect on his writing, which Kafka believed went “more slowly than in Prague.” 
Although his experiment failed miserably (whether with regard to improving his 
health or his writing), it does point us to another Kafkan paradox. On the one hand, 
and as we have mentioned at the start of this chapter, Kafka-the-artist believed that he 
must live ascetically and reject those bodily functions which are “directed towards the 
joys of sex, eating, drinking, philosophical reflection, and music” in order for his art 
to flourish. On the other hand, Kafka-the-person knew that this could not be sustained 
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 unless he kept himself nourished to “engender a blessed warmth [and] to preserve an 
inner fire” in his being (TD 125). His struggle between asceticism and corporeal-
cerebral sustenance, directed at improving his sense of well-being and in turn his 
writerly-self, manifested itself into characters like the hunger artist and Gregor Samsa 
(whom we will be looking at in the next chapter), characters who also struggle to 
strike a balance between their selves and their art/professions, and who end up 
isolated and misunderstood because of their alternative belief systems and aspirations. 
The doublings that occur between these characters and the parallels between Kafka 
and his characters are no accidents; neither do they happen by chance. I am 
suggesting that in these characters Kafka deliberately left fragments of himself. In 
order to appreciate the true significance of the relationship between Kafka and his 
work, “one would need to write a phenomenology of the body in his text, as well as – 
and perhaps more crucially – a phenomenology of his texts as a body, as a linguistic 
corpus with its specific energies, rhythms, movements, and stylistics ‘hygiene’ ” 
(Anderson 88, original emphasis). This challenge is taken up by Deleuze and Guattari. 
 In their book Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, Deleuze and Guattari 
compare Kafka’s work to “a rhizome44 [or] a burrow” with multiple entrances and 
exits, sometimes even “without doors” (1986, 3). This burrow – which makes up the 
body of Kafka’s work – consists of an intricate network of points or nodes, a maze 
which connects any one point to any other point. This network is not subject to a 
particular structure or a centralised system; rather, it is “made only of lines: lines of 
segmentarity and stratification as its dimensions, and the line of flight or 
                                                 
44 In the introduction of Deleuze and Guattari’s other book, A Thousand Plateaus, there is a detailed 
discussion/analysis of the rhizome, including the six principal characteristics that identify it. In 
particular, it is helpful to keep in mind that the rhizome “has neither beginning nor end, but always a 
middle (milieu) from which it grows and which it overspills” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 21). 
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 deterritorialization45 as the maximum dimension after which the multiplicity 
undergoes metamorphosis, changes in nature” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 21). When 
more stories are added to the equation, there will be more lines, each branching out 
from one story to the rest of the stories, making the burrow more complicated, 
allowing the lines to touch and overlap one another. In this rhizomic maze, each of 
Kafka’s stories can be connected to any of his other stories. This implies that however 
we read Kafka’s fiction, there will always be points of connection between one 
narrative and another. My attempt here to make sense of and provide connections for 
the stories I have chosen to examine is merely one way to read Kafka; it is not the 
only way, and certainly it is not the best way. There are numerous other ways to read 
Kafka, and none of them ought to take precedence over another: every one of them 
have their merits and they enable us to understand a little better the world we live in 
(and the world that Kafka created). This is ultimately what makes Kafka’s texts so 
productive: they lend themselves to interpretations of various kinds, allowing us to 
envision the world in a particular way; at the same time, their complexities keep 
scholars working and reworking on the texts in search of newer ways to read Kafka.  
 In order for us to begin to connect Kafka’s stories, we need to first identify 
what Deleuze and Guattari call “connectors” within the narratives. Connectors are 
what enable us to make links between one narrative and another, between characters 
within a particular narrative, or across two or more narratives. Oftentimes, a 
character, an object, or a particular idea in the narrative can serve as such connectors. 
For instance, the body-as-spectacle of the condemned prisoner under the Harrow is 
                                                 
45 Claire Colebrook explains “deterritorialization” succinctly in her book Gilles Deleuze: “The idea of 
deterritorialization, which runs through Deleuze and Guattari’s work, is directly related to the thought 
of the machine. Because a machine has no subjectivity or organising centre it is nothing more than the 
connections and productions it makes; it is what it does. It therefore has no home or ground; it is a 
constant process of deterritorialization, or becoming other than itself” (Colebrook 55-6, original 
emphasis). 
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 reproduced in the hunger artist, whose peculiar performance/body art also drew huge 
crowds to his cage in a bygone age when professional fasting was highly popular. 
These connectors (which are also reflective of Kafka’s love for doubling) can be 
argued to bring the various stories, letters, notebooks, and other fragments together 
into one collective assemblage (or heterogeneous mass), the “monstrous body” of 
Kafka’s literary corpus. As Karl similarly suggests, most likely with Deleuze and 
Guattari in mind, “We can say [that] Kafka was writing one gigantic work, whose 
parts were divided into separate branches, stories, novels, brief prose statements, diary 
entries, [letters, etc.] However much the pieces may seem to differ, they have a 
commonality, all involving illumination, transformation, and transcendence, 
intermixed with pain, suffering, and despair” (507). 
 This collective assemblage turns Kafka’s fiction into a colossal body of art 
that underscores the ambiguity and multiplicity of the body which we have examined 
in the previous chapter. At the same time, it also identifies Kafka as a writer of minor 
literature. Deleuze and Guattari define “minor literature,” a term taken from Kafka’s 
diary entry on December 25, 1911, as “that which a minority constructs within a 
major language” (1986, 16). Specifically, the three defining characteristics of a minor 
literature are “the deterritorialization of language, the connection of the individual to a 
political immediacy, and the collective assemblage of enunciation” (Deleuze and 
Guattari 1986, 18). Kafka, who belonged to an oppressed minority living in early 
twentieth-century Prague, spoke and wrote in a language – Prague German – that was 
deterritorialized and cut off from the masses (who spoke and wrote in Czech). The 
structural and stylistic looseness of Prague German, which I have discussed in 
Chapter 2, gave Kafka the freedom to reinvent the language, thereby redefining his 
own identity and selfhood in a place where he was marginalised and subjugated. 
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 Language, then, became Kafka’s tool for revolution; his imaginatively bizarre 
characters, such as Gregor Samsa and the hunger artist, conceived outside the norm 
and beyond any form of literary conventions, are a representation of his distinct 
subjectivity, a subjectivity that allowed him and the Jewish community to transcend 
their minority status in Prague. Kafka’s innovative fiction thus serves as a tool of 
resistance against social and historical stereotypes that work to pigeonhole the Jewish 
people into fixed roles and identities in society. Kafka’s emphasis on the multivalent 
nature of the body in his fiction challenges these stereotypical concepts surrounding 
the Jews and brings them greater autonomy to represent themselves to others.46 
 Yet, it is undeniable that at the end of the narrative the hunger artist dies from 
starvation and deprivation. While his death inevitably underlines his disappointment 
and his failure to achieve the transcendence which he has striven for his entire life (a 
transcendence that his fellow Kafkan artists also aspire towards), it also establishes 
him as the suffering artist par excellence. Although Deleuze and Guattari do not 
address this theme of death in their book, I believe that one cannot go away from a 
discussion of Kafka without – even if obliquely – touching on the subject. For 
mortality and death, as well as the wish for death, are recurring themes in Kafka’s 
work. In the stories that we have discussed in this chapter, all of the Kafkan artists 
present the struggle between life and death as an essential tension which exists within 
their bodies and their art. And the transcendence of life into death is the ultimate 
destination of this performance, this art. It is as if their art, and indeed life itself, carry 
in them the seed of their own destruction. Kafka too struggled, both with himself (his 
corporeality) and in his literature, treading precariously but consciously between life 
                                                 
46 When writing about the literature of the minority (or “little peoples”) in his diary, Kafka highlights 
an “absence of principles” as the foremost feature which defines such literature (including his own), 
and which enables writers of minor literature to “make up their own laws” as they create their stories 
(TD 150-1). 
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 and death, between existence and non-existence, making time for himself in order to 
write, even when he knew that he must die. And even though death, on one level, 
negates all that we have said about life and art, about the rhizome and regeneration, it 
does, on another level, provide us with the force of the continuous in Kafka. To 
Kafka, life and death are not separated by a line; rather, one flows into the other, 
sustaining each other and defining, even legitimising, each other’s existence. Only 
with death does life become meaningful; our mortality is what underscores the 
immediacy and the urgency of life, of being alive. For Kafka, death provides the 
ultimate Truth, the final comfort. As he said to Brod: “On my deathbed, provided the 
suffering is not too great, I will be very content” (TD 321; this translation from 
Blanchot 1989, 90). 
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… to stare at others with the eyes of an animal. 
 
– Franz Kafka, “Resolutions” 
 
 
Death, we see only death; the free animal 
Always has its decline behind it,  
And before it God, and when it moves, it moves 
In Eternity, as springs flow. 
 
– Rainer Maria Rilke, “The Eighth Elegy” 
 
 
The thing itself always escapes. 
 





Kafka loved to write about the animal.47 To him, it was not a strange phenomenon; 
rather, it was familiar and comforting, something one might describe as close to his 
heart. In Gustav Janouch’s recorded conversations with Kafka, the latter was 
supposed to have remarked thus: “Animals are closer to us than human beings. […] 
We find relations with animals easier than with men” (22). Indeed, animals figure 
very strongly in Kafka’s stories. They serve as mounts in “A Country Doctor” and 
                                                 
47 By “animal” I mean any living organism that feeds on organic matter, and which possesses 
specialised sense organs and a central nervous system which enables the creature to respond readily to 
any form of stimuli. Animals here include mammals, birds, reptiles, insects, and any other kinds of 
living organisms that are not human. 
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 “Wedding Preparations in the Country,” and as the subject of the narrative in “A 
Crossbreed” and “Cares of a Family Man.” They are the key characters which propel 
the plot forward in “The Vulture” and “A Little Fable,” and they appear regularly in 
his diaries, notebooks, and letters. They even assume the role of narrator for 
“Josephine the Singer, or the Mouse Folk,” “A Report to an Academy,” and 
“Investigations of a Dog,” three stories which we will be discussing in this chapter, 
along with “The Metamorphosis.” As the transformation of Gregor Samsa marks, in 
various ways which I will expand on later, the transition of Kafka’s artist-protagonists 
from human beings into “animal beings,” the chapter will begin by looking at “The 
Metamorphosis” before moving on to the other short stories. In doing so, I also hope 
to continue with the trajectory of the fallen (or degenerated) artist in Kafka’s work, 
something which I have initiated in the previous chapter. In the forthcoming 
discussion, I will also be arguing that the Kafkan artists undergo more than just an 
evolutionary regression from human into animal. Using “The Metamorphosis” and its 
hybrid (part-man, part-animal) protagonist, I will trace from this trajectory something 
much more radical and profound, which complicates the transformation of the human 
into the animal and brings with it a regeneration that celebrates life and its 
expansiveness. This spirit and desire for life is significantly antithetical to the gloom 
and suffering of the human artists in Kafka’s fiction. This implies that the 
transformation from human to animal also frees the body from its human trappings. 
The pains and sufferings that human beings endure do not apply to the animal, and 
this is what makes the animal particularly attractive to Kafka. It is this desire for the 
animal and animality that Kafka possessed which I am interested to explore in this 
chapter. 
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  Although animals do appear regularly Kafka’s work, not all of them are 
depicted as artists or characters with consciousness. Some of these animals found in 
Kafka’s writings, particularly the letters and diaries, are simply pets and strays, wild 
or domestic animals that he chanced upon, or even pests that he tried hard to get rid of 
using traps and other animals.48 Such animals in his writings lack subjectivity and 
complexity, and they do not play a part in my discussion here. What I am interested in 
are the more sophisticated animals, the hybrid beasts, the bizarre mythical creatures, 
and the talking/thinking animals which appear as protagonists in the key stories to be 
discussed. In particular, I will show how these animals are, in some ways, 
manifestations of Kafka’s concerns for his body and his Jewish-otherness, as well as 
his artistic aspirations. Also, I would like to explore the different ways in which they 
provided him with some respite and comfort for his anxieties surrounding his 
corporeality and his weak constitution, as well as the possibility of becoming diseased 
and dying from such bodily afflictions (which he eventually did). While I have 
identified my focus for this chapter, it is nevertheless important for us to begin with a 
discussion on the general significance of the animal in Kafka’s work (including those 
seemingly insignificant ones which appear in his diaries and letters). This discussion 
will in turn pave the way for the four stories which we will be looking at shortly. 
 
 
The Becoming-Animal  
 What makes animals so appealing to Kafka? Is it his ability to connect with 
them? – “I tend the animal with growing joy. The shining of the brown eyes thank 
                                                 
48 In December 1917, when Kafka was in Zürau, he wrote a series of letters to Brod which gave a 
delightful account of the problems he had with the mice in his room. Following Brod’s advise, Kafka 
got himself a cat, a move which proved to be effective in controlling the mice. However, the arrival of 
the cat gave way to other problems related to having a pet around the house, which Kafka in turn had to 
grapple with (LF 170-1, 174-5, 176). 
 77
 me. We are at one” (WP 287). Can it be the (irresistible) possibility of using them to 
transform him, make him other-than-himself? – “We burrow through ourselves like a 
mole and emerge blackened and velvet-haired from our sandy underground vaults” 
(LF 17). Or perhaps it is that specific Kafkaesque animal that Kafka loves: those 
mysterious creatures with their malleable essence, their fluidity and hybridity, and 
their ability to slip between the various registers with ease to give rise to new 
possibilities. – “I dreamed today [sic] of a donkey that looked like a greyhound, it was 
very cautious in its movements. I looked at it closely because I was aware how 
unusual a phenomenon it was, but remember only that its narrow human feet could 
not please me because of their length and uniformity” (TD 94).  
 To me, it is all three reasons that make animals fascinating to Kafka. In 
particular, it is the Kafkaesque animals which are most attractive: those creatures that 
are malleable and which possess a potentiality towards new and multiple perspectives. 
These are the creatures that figure in several of Kafka’s fiction. To Kafka, the ideal 
animal is never just one; it is one in an infinite number of possibilities. Because this 
creature exists beyond the laws of humanity, Kafka is able to disassemble it and 
reconstruct it into something new, something radical: it provides him with a 
revisioning of the world in the alternative realm of his literature. In Kafka’s dream 
that I cited above, the donkey is not merely a donkey: it also looks like a greyhound; 
at the same time, it possesses “narrow human feet,” physical human qualities which 
combine to turn the donkey-greyhound into a monstrous creature not unlike Gregor 
Samsa after his transformation. Significantly, it is the humanistic aspect of his 
creation that Kafka is displeased with – “its narrow human feet could not please me 
because of their length and uniformity.” Uniformity, consistency, invariability: these 
are qualities that Kafka consciously rejects from his creations because they impede 
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 the possibility for variation, multiplicity and heterogeneity; at the same time, they 
remind him of humanity’s quest for perfection, for an ideal which will always be 
beyond our grasp. But this monstrosity that the animal possesses (this animal, as well 
as some of the other Kafkan animals) is important to Kafka. For it is what gives him 
the opportunity and freedom to create. And “the first sort of creation is the 
metamorphosis” (Deleuze and Guattari 1986, 35). We know that a “donkey-
greyhound” is not an animal (or anything at all), because it is a term that does not 
(yet) exist in our vocabulary. Likewise, we have difficulties visualising a “kitten-
lamb” (in the story “A Crossbreed”) or the famous “Odradek” in “Cares of a Family 
Man.” None of these creatures exist in reality; they are hybrids and myths, bricolages 
that take their forms and appearances from a combination of otherwise unconnected 
creatures or even objects. Yet, they all come alive in Kafka’s fiction, turning from 
non-sense into truth. That is to say, they consist of an important component in 
Kafka’s literature, for they enable him to transcend from the human corporeal shell 
which he struggles to free himself from – they are what give him hope in a make-
believe world that he builds in order to counter the harsh realities of life. In this way 
they may be seen as his salvation.  
 Why is the image of the animal in Kafka such a powerful one? An important 
reason is that they do not actually exist in real life. Deleuze and Guattari identify this 
unique revisioning of Kafka’s as the act of “becoming-animal.” As they elaborate: 
“We would say that for Kafka, the animal essence is the way out, the line of escape, 
even if it takes place in place, or in a cage” (1986, 35).49 Kafka himself reaffirmed 
this, if Janouch’s notebooks are to be trusted: “Every man lives behind bars, which he 
carries within him. That is why people write so much about animals now. It’s an 
                                                 
49 In “A Report to an Academy,” the protagonist Rotpeter reiterates this when he attempts to acquire 
human language: for him, to escape means to shed his animality and embrace humanity, for he sees the 
latter as a means to obtain freedom from his captivity.  
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 expression of longing for a free natural life. But for human beings the natural life is a 
human life. But men don’t always realise that. They refuse to realise it. Human 
existence is a burden to them, so they dispose of it in fantasies” (Janouch 23). 
Becoming-animal expands Kafka’s framework for the world; it gives him the freedom 
and space to transform, to regenerate, to invent. It stokes his desire for life, and it 
allows him to live vicariously, through his creatures and his art. More importantly, the 
act of becoming-animal creates differences and not divisions; it does not separate 
Kafka from the human world, but functions indeed to keep him in a world which he 
may not otherwise belong, by relocating him on a different plane, a place which 
generates possibilities from the impossible, one where he can see the world anew with 
his unorthodox vision. Becoming-animal allows Kafka to escape from the world, 
without actually having to escape. It is a drawing-inward of his energies and his entire 
being, through the necessary act of deterritorialization. We have perhaps the most 





 Kafka’s “Die Verwandlung,” or “The Metamorphosis” as it is popularly 
known in English, begins with the realisation of a myth: Gregor Samsa, a travelling 
salesman and city-dweller, wakes up one day to find himself transformed into a 
repulsive Ungeziefer (vermin, or pest) with numerous legs and a rounded body that 
bears more resemblance with a giant creepy crawly than a human being. This, the 
story’s introduction, provides the deterritorialization (or negation) which is necessary 
for Gregor to become other-than-himself. Yet, this negation, albeit transforming the 
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 protagonist into a monstrous creature that terrorises his family and everyone else who 
set their eyes on him, ought not to be read solely in a negative light; it should in 
addition underscore the fact that things are going to change dramatically for Gregor, 
and possibly in an exciting way. To better understand this, let us have a look at the 
first paragraph of “The Metamorphosis,” both the German text and the English 
translation: 
 
Als Gregor Samsa eines Morgens aus unruhigen Träumen erwachte, fand er 
sich in seinem Bett zu einem ungeheueren Ungeziefer verwandelt. Er lag auf 
seinem panzerartig harten Rücken und sah, wenn er den Kopf ein wenig hob, 
seinen gewölbten, braunen, von bogenförmigen Versteifungen geteilten Bauch, 
auf dessen Höhe sich die Bettdecke, zum gänzlichen Niedergleiten bereit, 
kaum noch erhalten konnte. Seine vielen, im Vergleich zu seinem sonstigen 
Umfang kläglich dünnen Beine flimmerten ihm hilflos vor den Augen.50 
 
As Gregor Samsa awoke one morning from uneasy dreams, he found himself 
transformed in his bed into a monstrous vermin. He lay on his armour-hard 
back and saw, when he lifted his head a little, his rounded, brown stomach that 
divided into arched-like sections, on top of which the blanket, just about ready 
to slide off completely, could hardly stay in place. His many legs, pitifully thin 
in comparison to the rest of his large body, flickered helplessly before his 
eyes. [Translation my own]51 
                                                 
50 Passage taken from Die Verwandlung (1996), edited by Peter Hutchinson and Michael Minden.  
51 The reason why I have made the effort to translate the passage from the German into English is 
because I have encountered several translations of the text, all of which, owing to their different 
translators, provide a different image of the creature that Gregor transforms into. However, this 
inconsistency and, worse, inaccuracy regarding the description of the creature is detrimental to my 
reading of the text, which unfolds primarily from the site of Gregor’s mutated body. As such, I have 
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From the passage above, it is not hard for us to associate Gregor’s new invertebrate 
body with that of a myriapod’s.52 Let me elaborate. Gregor’s body is hard and divided 
into “arched-like sections,” with “many legs” attached to these segments, thus making 
his body a circular, elongated one, similar to that of a millipede’s, albeit much larger 
(and possibly fatter). This image of the myriapod arguably remains more faithful to 
the spirit of Kafka’s Ungeziefer when compared to the popular images of “the bug” or 
“the roach” in English translations, both of which are insects with only six legs. To 
me, they do not quite match up to the “vielen Beine” (many legs) in the German 
text.53 In my discussion, I will therefore be adopting the term “myriapod” when 
referring to Gregor Samsa after his transformation. In addition, Kafka’s monstrous 
creature reminds me of two large myriapod species, now extinct, from the tropical 
Carboniferous swamps that existed during the Carboniferous Period (359.2 – 299 
million years ago).54 It is important that my conception of the Ungeziefer takes on the 
image of a creature now extinct in the world, for this ability to think beyond our 
existing frame of reference is of essence when attempting to understand Kafka. By 
envisioning Kafka’s myriapod as a creature that exists outside the realm of our planet, 
                                                                                                                                            
provided a translation that tries, as much as possible, to stay true to the German text, and the calm, 
matter-of-fact tone that the narrator assumes when narrating the story. 
52 A myriapod is an invertebrate belonging to a subphylum of arthropods known as the Myriapoda; it 
loosely translates into English as “the many-legged one.” Species classified under this category include 
the centipede and the millipede. Myriapods have elongated bodies with numerous leg-bearing 
segments. The outer shell of myriapods varies in hardness depending on the species. Information from 
the Oxford American Dictionary and the University of California, Berkeley’s Museum of Paleontology 
website. Accessed 120110. For details see bibliography. 
53 Notably, Gregor consistently ignores the old charwoman who cleans his room whenever she calls 
him “dung beetle,” which is of course a type of insect (CS 127). 
54 These two species are the Glomeropsis ovalis and the Archiscudderia problematica. Pictures of the 
two creatures can be found in the Appendix, fig. 3, items no. (7) and (8) respectively.  
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 of what is real to us, we transcend this impossibility (which Kafka has conceived) and 
turn it into a potentiality for new possibilities.55  
 Gregor takes a while to come to terms with his transformation. Initially 
thinking that his “numerous little legs” are but a manifestation of his dream, he tries 
to go back to sleep in order to “forget all these nonsense,” but realises that, because of 
his new alien body, he is unable to lie on his right side, which he is accustomed to 
sleeping on. When he touches an itching spot on his belly with one of his legs, “the 
contact [makes] a cold shiver run through him,” and he draws away his leg 
immediately (CS 89-90). What Gregor experiences is the uncanniness of the other in 
his self, a self that he can no longer identify with, and which makes strange what 
ought to be intimate to him: his own corporeality. This splitting of the self, which I 
have examined when discussing “The Judgement,” is essentially what Gregor 
undergoes in his metamorphosis. Despite a wholly new (and different) body, Gregor’s 
human consciousness remains unchanged. He retains his sense of identity as a 
commercial traveller and the sole breadwinner of the Samsa family (although this 
conception of self gradually weakens as the narrative progresses and he becomes 
more familiar with his new body). Gregor is, in fact, one of Kafka’s hybrid creations, 
a creature with the mind of a human but trapped in the body of a monster. He is the 
suffering artist-turned-beast, a destiny which he must live out to the very end.  
 After the transformation, and in order to get used to his new myriapod body, 
Gregor has to learn how to walk and move again, just like a newborn animal (such as 
a foal) or someone who has just lost a limb. There is a similar observation in Ritchie 
Robertson’s Kafka: A Very Short Introduction. 
                                                 
55 Kafka himself avers, in a letter to his publisher, that the creature “cannot be depicted. It cannot even 
be shown from a distance” (LF 115). Instead, Kafka suggested, as an alternative for the cover 
illustration of the first edition of The Metamorphosis, an image of a half-opened door with the darkness 
behind it – the creature remains hidden and the reader must perform “the same act of imagination that 
is required by the text in the passage from linguistic sign to mental image” (Anderson 125). 
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Gregor’s laborious antics – getting upright by clinging to the wardrobe, 
leaning on the back of a chair and pushing it towards the door – may evoke the 
experience of someone unexpectedly disabled who has to use the body in new 
ways to perform previously straightforward tasks. And Gregor’s new 
physicality makes him more exposed to pain. Not only does he hurt his head in 
falling out of bed, but when he unlocks the door by turning the key with his 
jaws, he injures himself in a way that causes a brown fluid to drip from his 
mouth. (51) 
 
Indeed, Gregor’s new body and his attempts to get himself accustomed to it reminds 
one of a child learning how to walk or, as Robertson rightly points out, a handicap 
“who has to use the body in new ways to perform previously straightforward tasks.” It 
is also pertinent that the passage highlights the amount of pain that Gregor 
experiences as a result of this new body, an issue which I will come back to in a 
while. What Robertson does not mention, however, is the ease with which Kafka in 
his narrative describes to the reader, in detail, the way Gregor moves in his new body 
and, as he becomes better accustomed to it, performs acrobatic manoeuvres that 
would have been quite impossible for him in a human body. I would argue that such 
corporeal re-imagination is only made possible because of Gregor’s transformation, 
and, consequently, his deterritorialization or otherness which frees him from the 
fetters of his human self. Although this splitting of the self works in some ways to 
negate him in the narrative – he is repulsive to the people around him (CS 102); his 
body is associated with dirt and refuse, with infection and decay (CS 126, 135); he is 
forced by his family to remain in his room, cut off from all human contact (CS 104-5) 
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 – it also functions to redefine and redeem him in other ways. Significantly, this 
positive reconstruction of his identity begins in the same delineated space of his room 
that he is confined to. 
 As Gregor becomes familiar with his myriapod body, he experiences “a sense 
of physical comfort,” and realises with elation that his numerous legs are “completely 
obedient” to him (CS 102). More importantly, he senses in his new body an agility 
and lightness which make him feel strange but excited at the same time. Gregor’s 
becoming-animal, which frees him from his human trappings, also increases his desire 
for life, for the positivity of the life force. As the narrative unfolds, Gregor grows 
more adventurous and starts to move all around his room, zigzagging across the walls 
and ceiling, testing out the strength and dexterity of his new, invigorated body. The 
space that is meant to confine and isolate him transforms into an alternative space for 
play and performance. 
 
He especially enjoyed hanging suspended from the ceiling; it was much better 
than lying on the floor; one could breathe more freely; one’s body swung and 
rocked lightly; and in the almost blissful absorption induced by this 
suspension it could happen to his own surprise that he let go and fell plump on 
the floor. Yet he now had his body much better under control than formerly, 
and even such a big fall did him no harm. (CS 115) 
 
In a passage that displays Gregor in all his acrobatic finesse and childlike innocence, 
one is reminded of the trapeze artist in “First Sorrow,” who also practices his art high 
above the ground, and who lives with his trapeze in order to keep his art at the pitch 
of its perfection. By mirroring Gregor with the gymnast, the narrative elevates the 
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 myriapod into an artist. More importantly, Gregor’s art enables him, like the earlier 
artists that we have looked at, to become not just the artist but the art itself. His body, 
the artwork as well as the site upon which that art is performed, enables him to move 
across physical spaces easily, not unlike other artist figures in Kafka’s work such as 
the gymnasts, the circus riders, and the floating dogs in “Investigations of a Dog.”56 
At the same time, this flexibility and quickness that Gregor’s new body possesses is in 
exact opposition to his (previous) human body, which was not only inflexible and 
weak but also tormented and made unhealthy by constant travelling and irregular 
meals (CS 90). More importantly, Gregor now has his body “much better under 
control,” which prevents him from getting injured even when he has “a big fall” from 
the ceiling. Unlike his previous body, which would have benefited from Müller’s 
exercise and dieting regimes, his myriapod body eliminates the need for any health or 
fitness regime. 
 This suppleness and fluidity in Gregor’s body can be attributed to his 
hybridity: his new body liberates him from the corporeal restrictions of his previous 
human body, and it transforms him into a completely different person. This 
transcendence was something Kafka himself strove hard to realise, with the Müller 
regime and other strength building exercises which he picked up in the course of his 
life. Unfortunately, it was all to no avail for the writer. Perhaps the one thing Kafka 
secretly hoped to achieve, amidst the failures to strengthen his physical constitution, 
was to become one with an animal which can provide him with the dexterity that he 
                                                 
56 The image of the gymnast as an admirable artist whose body becomes the artwork itself is an 
important one in Kafka’s stories. What is more, the gymnast, because of his aerial ascension when 
performing his art, is also looked upon by Kafka as a Luftmensch (or air person), an artist who 
“possesses a pure body, the sign of which is his ability to perform without solid ground under his feet, 
to rise into the air, twisting and turning his disciplined, light, ‘clean’ body into a variety of forms. […] 
He thus comes to stand in Kafka’s work for an ideal artistic economy, an entity that relies on a 
minimum of force for maximum expressivity and that has feed itself from the constraints of a material 
existence” (Anderson 90). Significantly, this artistic economy was what Kafka constantly worked 
towards in his writings, as the “literary” gymnast of his texts. 
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 lacked as a human being. Because he could not do that in real life, he turned to his 
fiction instead. The hybrid and/or animal protagonists in his stories enabled him to 
live vicariously through another creature, an avatar which freed him to imagine vast 
possibilities that could take him away from the corporeal limitations of his weak, 
repulsion body. Through his creatures Kafka found, even if momentarily, the 
transfiguration he sought so desperately in his life. Unfortunately, these acts of 
transcendence in Kafka’s fiction can never be permanently sustained, as we come to 
realise from the narratives. Reality takes over, and there is always a price to pay for 
the brief liberty which the protagonists enjoy. 
 In “The Metamorphosis,” Gregor’s newfound strength and vitality does not 
last very long, and his health gradually deteriorates. It begins with his loss of appetite. 
When his sister Grete first brings him food the morning after his transformation, 
Gregor is “wildly curious” to know what she will give him, and, after examining the 
selection available, proceeds to suck greedily at a piece of cheese that he “would have 
called uneatable just two days ago” (CS 107-8). However, as the days go by, Gregor 
slowly loses “any interest he had ever taken in food” (CS 115), sometimes even 
leaving everything his sister brings him untouched. This refusal to eat mirrors the act 
of the hunger artist, and indeed Gregor voluntarily disappears from the narrative – in 
response to the wish of his family – just as the hunger artist disappears into oblivion 
for the sake of his art. Yet, this is not the only reason why we must pay attention to 
Gregor’s physical deterioration. For behind Gregor’s refusal (or inability) to eat lies a 
serious malady, a mysterious disease that develops from his injury and the rotting 
apple in his back, the same apple which his father had attacked him with and which 
eventually takes his life. Why did Kafka envisage a creature whose body is defined in 
paradoxical terms (agile, ethereal, and robust, but at the same time monstrous, 
 87
 repulsive, and diseased), and who is finally destroyed by this internal conflict? The 
answer is to be found in Kafka’s own body, and its problems (a weak constitution, the 
vulnerability to diseases and other ailments, the fractured identity it carries with it) 
which profoundly affected him – physically, mentally, and even spiritually – his 
entire life. 
 Kafka himself was fearful of diseases, particularly those diseases which have 
been historically and culturally associated with the (male) Jew, and which came to 
form a significant part of the stereotypical representation of the European Jew at the 
end of the nineteenth century. As Gilman writes in his article “Jewish Madness and 
Gender,”  
 
Even as the Jews of Europe followed the guidelines set out for them by the 
Enlightenment, even as they began to integrate themselves into the body 
politic during the course of the nineteenth century, the idea of the inherent 
susceptibility of the Jews to specific illnesses became more and more 
institutionalised. And no more powerful stigma could be found than the view 
that the Jews were susceptible to specific forms of mental illness. […] Jewish 
mental illness was the result of the sexual practices of the Jew, such as 
inbreeding, which created the predisposition for disease, and the pressures of 
modern life in the city, which were the direct cause. (1993, 93) 
 
Kafka too worried about succumbing to madness, and recorded his fears regularly 
inside his diaries: “When I wanted to get out of bed this morning I simply folded up. 
This has a very simple cause – I am completely overworked. Not by the office but my 
other work. […] For me in particular it is a horrible double life from which there is 
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 probably no escape but insanity” (TD 37-8). Apart from his day job at the Workmen’s 
Accident Insurance Institute, Kafka worked late into the night writing stories, causing 
him to lead a “horrible double life” and which split his self into two: the writerly-self 
and the civil-servant-self. Certainly, the stress and the physical exertion demanded of 
him were triggers for his physical breakdown. At the same time, however, Kafka 
confessed that the act of writing helped to reassure and keep him sane, thus giving 
him “hope” and “peace” to live through situations which “would [otherwise] seem 
unbearable” (TD 145). 
 In addition, the body of the male Jew was marked as different from his 
European counterparts in fin-de-siècle culture by his circumcision, his (perceived) 
infirmity, and his stereotypically feminised appearance (Gilman 1995, 54). What is 
more, the practice of inbreeding also predisposed the Jew to other physical diseases 
such as tuberculosis, a medical condition which was (for reasons which are clearly 
racist) played up in some of the studies done in the early twentieth century: “The Jews 
of Lithuania, Poland, and Little-Russia are frequently characterised by narrow chests. 
This alone would suffice to render them liable to consumption.”57 Indeed, Kafka 
himself was diagnosed with tuberculosis at the age of thirty-four, a unfortunate 
testament to the apparent validity of these racial stereotypes and his own anxieties 
about his body. This imagined physical and mental degeneracy of the Jews, along 
with their ethno-religious practices and beliefs, positioned them as other in the wider 
community of fin-de-siècle Europe. Like the myriapod in “The Metamorphosis,” the 
Jews in Europe were not accepted into mainstream society, but marginalised and 
isolated from it (Karl 15). One way to solve their problems regarding social 
integration and to remove the stigmas attached to their “diseased bodies” was for the 
                                                 
57 Anatole Leroy-Beaulieu, Israel Among the Nations: A Study of the Jews and Anti-Semitism, p162. 
Cited in Gilman, Kafka: The Jewish Patient (1995, 57). 
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 Jews to relinquish their Jewish alterity and completely assimilate into the larger 
European community (Hess 142, Gilman 1995, 61). For Gregor, assimilation or, more 
accurately, reintegration into his family circle is impossible because of his irreversible 
physical alterity. For Kafka, however, assimilation into mainstream society was 
possible, but it was an option he rejected.  
 Kafka actively resisted assimilation into the larger society, particularly in the 
stories he wrote. The inventiveness of his style and language, the deterritorialized 
characters of his tales, and the acts of becoming-animals in some of his narratives 
function to provide readers, especially Jewish readers, with a minor literature which 
underscores the very alterity and uniqueness of the Jewish identity. Despite his 
personal fears and insecurities about his (Jewish) body, Kafka never renounced his 
Jewish roots. He was aware of his partial acculturation into the Western/Czech 
community of Prague, and he clung tightly to the fractured Judaic tradition that had 
been passed down by his parents in an attempt to preserve his “Jewishness” (Karl 14-
6). Kafka’s hybrid identity as a Westernised Jew, however, was a painful reminder 
that he ultimately “remained unassimilated in any real sense and belonged nowhere” 
(Karl 28, emphasis mine), neither with the Jewish people nor the Czech community.  
 Kafka’s alterity mirrors that of his protagonist Gregor Samsa after his 
transformation into a myriapod, and in various ways the story echoes its author’s 
concern for issues like art, assimilation, embodiment, pain, and disease. More 
importantly, Gregor’s act of becoming-animal, his hybridity and monstrosity, sets him 
free from the bars that imprison his human self. His metamorphosis heals him of his 
human afflictions – “he felt no disability, which amazed him and made him reflect 
how more than a month ago he had cut one finger a little with a knife and had still 
suffered pain from the wound only the day before [his transformation]” (CS 108) – 
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 and enhances his desire for life and play (Spiel) – “for mere recreation he had formed 
the habit of crawling crisscross over the walls and ceiling” (CS 115). His death (or 
suicide) mirrors that of Georg’s in its self-sacrificial sentiment: “He thought of his 
family with tenderness and love. The decision that he must disappear was one that he 
held to even more strongly than his sister, if that were possible. In this state of vacant 
and peaceful meditation he remained until the tower clock struck three in the 
morning. The first broadening of light in the world outside the window entered his 
consciousness once more. Then his head sank to the floor of its own accord and from 
his nostril came the last faint flicker of his breath” (CS 135). 
 Although Gregor eventually dies in the narrative, his death is not a defeat but a 
triumph for him.58 For in deciding the time and circumstances surrounding his 
demise, Gregor manipulates death; at the same time, he acknowledges its existence 
and its nearness to him, to life; death is no longer a mystery, or an inevitability of the 
future, but what is most intimately and profoundly connected to life. He comprehends 
death as “the other name, the other side of life” (Blanchot 1989, 125), as one’s 
potentiality-of-being, and in so doing he transcends death and its morbidity, and 
celebrates it as that which makes life meaningful.59 More importantly, Gregor’s 
relative comfort in his last hours and the ebbing away of his bodily pains as he lies 
there dying makes his death no more than a passing into a deep, eternal sleep which 
mirrors the structural progression of the story and Gregor’s own physical changes 
throughout the narrative. Shortly after his metamorphosis, Gregor experiences sudden 
bursts of energy which he complements with acrobatic stunts on the walls and ceiling 
                                                 
58 In arguing so, I challenge the reading of Deleuze and Guattari, who see in “The Metamorphosis” a 
“defeat of the becoming-animal” (1986, 87, emphasis mine). 
59 Nietzsche, who also sees the act of suicide as a form of dying which leads to transformation, to the 
possibility of becoming the Overman, expresses a similar sentiment in his book Thus Spake 
Zarathustra: “Die at the right time, [for] he who consummates his life dies his death victoriously, 
surrounded by those who hope and promise” (204). 
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 of his room; these moments, however, decrease as the narrative unfolds and finally 
disappear completely, causing Gregor to first slow down in his movements and 
eventually lie immobile in his room, “unable to stir a limb” (CS 135). This slowing 
down in the tempo of the narrative follows another pattern which I have been tracking 
since the previous chapter: the increasing physical (or evolutionary) regression of the 
characters in the texts we have discussed so far.  
 As one ought to see by now, the idea of regression is an overarching theme in 
Kafka’s work that makes its presence felt not only through the theme/s and structure 
of the narratives themselves (and perhaps most strongly in “The Metamorphosis”), 
but even across the different narratives we have examined. By following the 
devolution of the human into the animal in Kafka’s stories, we are able to unravel the 
deep-seated anxieties and fears that Kafka suffered from his physical and biological 
inadequacies and/or deficiencies. What is more, “The Metamorphosis” marks a 
climax in this physical degeneration in his texts: as the humans disappear and the 
animals take over, the (animal) characters do not suffer from being-human, from 
anthropomorphism, unless they actively seek (or mimic) it as an alternative 
existence.60 Finally, there is no longer a need for transcendence (or escape) from life 
through the ultimate alterity of death; rather, the protagonists in “A Report to an 
Academy,” “Investigations of a Dog,” and “Josephine the Singer” are preoccupied 
with a different, more radical concern: how to disappear from the text itself. 
 
 
                                                 
60 Deleuze and Guattari distinguish between the becoming-animal and the “playing” or “imitating” of 
an(other). As they assert in A Thousand Plateaus, “A becoming is not a correspondence between 
relations. But neither is it a resemblance, an imitation, or, at the limit, an identification. […] Becoming 
produces nothing other than itself” (1987, 237-8). Because the animals in the Kafkan narratives we will 
be looking at seek to mimic the human, but not become-human, they ultimately do not transcend into 
the other, and their mimicry, instead of liberating them, brings them the pain and misery which the 
human artists in the earlier narratives suffer from. 
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 An Ape, a Dog, and a Mouse 
 As I have shown above, Kafka in his narratives relinquishes the human body 
for the animal body, a body which he finds uninhibited, more ethereal and dexterous, 
and one which gives its owner more enjoyment and opportunities for Spiel and 
transformation. It is, essentially, a body that is free from the constraints and excesses 
of the human being, a potentiality which is connected to the positivity of desire and 
the life force. In addition, it is also a body unfettered by human history and culture. 
Most importantly, the animal body is complete in and of itself. As such, the animal 
does not, like the human, seek to transcend its own corporeality because of something 
else, a higher ideal or a philosophy for instance, that positions itself above and beyond 
the body, separating the body (our being) from the mind, from consciousness, and 
valuing the capacity to think more than the capacity to feel.  
 Yet, this animality, this becoming-animal that Kafka reaches out for in his 
writings – and this is a crucial point which Deleuze and Guattari do not address in 
their book Kafka – remains profoundly a conception from the mind of a human being. 
For to become an animal/other, one has to begin from oneself, from the corporeal to 
the imagined corporeal, and Kafka himself cannot escape this process, this 
impossibility which gives him the animal-other that resides in him but which is 
essentially split from his self. We see this tension of the becoming-animal (or the 
becoming-other) in all of Kafka’s animal stories. It emerges from the animal 
protagonists themselves, from their struggles to resist and accept particular human 
characteristics in themselves, and in others of their kind. Unlike the human artists, 
who aspire towards artistic freedom and human perfection, the animal artists in the 
narratives to be discussed do not admire human artistry, or such artistic qualities that 
are generally acknowledged to belong to or identify with the human. Nevertheless, 
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 and ironically so, the animals themselves strive, whether consciously or otherwise, 
towards some level of (humanly-conceived) artistic standard – the anthropomorphism 
which Kafka is unable to escape in his writings. However, this artistic aspiration 
brings the animals unhappiness and even anguish, and is ultimately mocked and 
rendered meaningless in the narratives, either by the characters or through the 
structure of the narrative. This striving towards (human) excellence appears in all 
three texts, be it for survival (Rotpeter) or for art (the dog-narrator, Josephine), and its 
gradual muting or invalidation in the narratives mirror another trajectory which I will 
be tracing: the diminishing significance of the body for the characters and its eventual 
disappearance from the text itself. To a certain extent, we can see this as Kafka’s 
attempt to write the corporeal out of his fiction, the same way he tried to write it into 
his fiction. By taking his characters out of the narratives from which they are 
conceived, Kafka provides another, more profound, form of liberation for them and, 
as a result, for himself as well.  
 
“A Report to an Academy” 
 “A Report to an Academy” begins with a lecture, delivered by Rotpeter the 
ape to the “honourable members of the Academy,” a human institution of higher 
learning where Rotpeter himself has acquired some of the skills of being-human. 
What Rotpeter presents to his human audience is “an account of the life [he] formerly 
led as an ape” (CS 250), something which he describes as an act of “imparting 
knowledge” to those who have taught him all that he now knows. At the same time, 
however, he cautions that this act of imparting knowledge may be something 
impossible for him to achieve.  
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  Rotpeter’s life story, as he tells it, is nothing less than fantastic. Five years 
ago, he was shot twice and caught at his waterhole by a hunting expedition (belonging 
to the famous German animal trader Carl Hagenbeck) which then transported him 
back to the human world. While on board the ship, as he was recovering from his 
injuries, Rotpeter learned from a sailor how to drink alcohol from a bottle, and 
dazzled everyone one night by taking hold of a schnapps bottle left standing in front 
of his cage and emptying the contents into his belly. He completed his performance 
by breaking out into human speech and greeting everyone with an unmistakable 
“Hallo!” His mimicry earned him a place in the human community and established 
him as the first performing ape-artist on the variety stage (CS 257).  
 In an autobiographical report that reveals himself to be a victim of Western 
imperialism and the capitalist enterprise, Rotpeter underscores the rupture which the 
Enlightenment project has caused in his life, subjugating him – as a colonised other – 
to human laws and propriety, and splitting his identity into two irreconcilable halves: 
his animal being and his acquired human consciousness. In his new life, his (animal) 
memories become useless, mere triggers for nostalgia and the occasional storytelling. 
Moreover, they can endanger his life. For, as Sokel observes, “they hold out the 
temptation of a return to the past that is impossible and, if attempted, might easily be 
fatal” (269). Sokel continues: 
 
A conflict has emerged between internal and external continuity in the ape’s 
existence. Memory has become a threat to survival. The continuity of the inner 
self has turned perilous to the continuation of life. That enduring of the past 
that is identity threatens to foreclose the organism’s future. (269) 
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 What ought to be Rotpeter’s anchors to his identity and selfhood, his memories now 
threaten to destroy him in his new (anthropomorphic) existence. Like Gregor Samsa 
or even Kafka himself, Rotpeter experiences a disjunct between the two halves that 
struggle to coexist within him. In the fight for survival, Rotpeter makes a cruel 
decision to repress his ape identity and his “memory of the past,” which has already 
“closed the door against” him (CS 250). There is no turning back now. Rotpeter 
knows his future lies in the world of the humans; he must accept his 
human(other)ness as his other self even as it repulses him: “It’s not the smell of 
human beings that repels me … it’s the human smell which I have contracted and 
which mingles with the smell from my native land” (CS 261).  
 With the relinquishment of his animal self, Rotpeter needs a new identity to 
replace what he has given up. From days of quiet (human-like) observations and 
contemplation, Rotpeter comes to the conclusion that the best way out is to imitate his 
human masters, particularly because mimicry comes so naturally to him: “I learned to 
spit in the very first days. […] I could soon smoke a pipe like an old hand; and if I 
also pressed my thumb into the bowl of the pipe, a roar of appreciation went up 
between-decks” (CS 255). However, Rotpeter finds no pleasure in imitation: to him, it 
was simply something he must do in order to “survive.” 
 
There was no attraction for me in imitating human beings; I imitate them 
because I needed a way out, and for no other reason. And even that triumph of 
mine did not achieve much. […] But the line I was to follow had in any case 
been decided, once for all. (CS 257) 
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 What Rotpeter desires is a way out from his cage, “a method of confining wild 
beasts” which his human consciousness ironically acknowledges to “have its 
advantages during the first days of captivity” (CS 252). Although Rotpeter takes no 
pride in his ability to ape the humans, he learns from his first mentor (the sailor) 
wholeheartedly, with the intention of completely transforming himself: “I admit that I 
always watched him with wildly eager, too eager attention; such a student of 
humankind no human teacher ever found on earth” (CS 256). Significantly, he does 
not allow himself to get complacent with little achievements, but strives to outdo 
himself through constant practice until he is “utterly exhausted.” Rotpeter, then, is the 
animal artist par excellence. His art – that of aping the human being – secretly 
disgusts him and causes him great sorrow; nonetheless, Rotpeter solemnly declares it 
as “a part of [his] destiny” (CS 256). 
 Because people value the dedication and virtuosity in Rotpeter’s art, they give 
him a place on the variety stage and elevate his status to that of a celebrity, a reminder 
of the hunger artist in his heyday. Even though Rotpeter emerges from his cage 
through hard work and perseverance (both human traits), he does not escape from the 
twin-clutches of imperialism and capitalism, as he serves his circus as its star 
performer and prime moneymaker. As the other who has successfully assimilated into 
human society, Rotpeter is comfortable but not elated with his transformation. He 
behaves like a gentleman, wearing trousers and receiving his guests with propriety as 
he sips his wine (CS 258). At the same time, he suffers whenever he sees the half-
trained chimpanzee who reminds him of his other life, the one which offers him not 
just “a way out,” but absolute freedom: “No one sees it, but I do, and I cannot bear it” 
(CS 259). Similarly, this is a freedom that the hound-narrator in “Investigations of a 
Dog” equally yearns for at the end of his narrative. 
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  In an afterword titled “A Report to an Academy: Two Fragments,” Rotpeter 
receives a guest into his apartment and grants him an interview. As the ape recounts 
the experiences leading to his success on the variety stage and his present lifestyle, the 
narrative begins to consume itself by repeating what has been said at the start of the 
tale. Rotpeter is revealed as the mimicker that he is, his story another “performance” 
which he has perfected through years of practice: “I had the locker in front of me. 
Break the boards, bite a hole through them, squeeze yourself through an opening 
which in reality hardly allows you to see through it and which, when you first 
discover it, you greet with the blissful howl of ignorance! Where do you want to go? 
Beyond the boards the forest begins…” (CS 262). The ellipsis at the end of the 
narrative marks the trailing off of Rotpeter’s story, but at the same time it can also be 
an omission of the story to come, which is in fact the story we have just read. This 
cancellation or voiding of the narrative functions to render it meaningless and a mere 
mimicry of what is real. Through this act of cancellation, Rotpeter cancels himself out 
of the narrative; his story, the story which he began at the start of the narrative, is but 
a fiction which he repeats to his audience whenever he is expected to perform. What 
Rotpeter does, then, is ultimately not to be regarded as art: outside the context of its 
performance, outside the dichotomy between humanity and the ape’s alterity, the act 
is at best a mockery of what ought to be “human,” and a mirror held up for the 
narcissism of humankind.  
 
“Investigations of a Dog” 
 Our next animal artist is the dog-narrator of “Investigations of a Dog.” Like 
Rotpeter, the myriapod, and even the gymnast and the hunger artist, he lives apart 
from the rest of his species, conducting his research and experiments in isolation (CS 
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 278). Again, the image of the artist as a solitary figure, who is apart (and above) the 
rest of the community, is being presented in the narrative: “The others treat me with 
respect but do not understand my way of life; yet they bear me no grudge, and [in 
passing] do not deny me a reverential greeting” (CS 279). This reverence, however, 
will be turned on its head later in the narrative. 
 Unlike Rotpeter, the narrator is not a captive in human society. He therefore 
has no contact with humans, and is not aware of their existence. Instead, the world of 
the dogs in the narrative is portrayed as a complex social system, comparable to that 
of human civilisation: “No creatures to my knowledge live in such wide dispersion as 
we dogs, none have so many distinctions of class, of kind, of occupation, distinctions 
too numerous to review at a glance” (CS 279). This self-centredness that the narrator 
is preoccupied with can be read as a critique of humanity’s self-perceived centrality in 
the world, which has led to hideous crimes like colonialism and the ostracism (and 
later extermination) of the Jews. In addition, dogs in possession of human-like traits 
are marked as shameful and ridiculous. One example is the seven musical dogs that 
the narrator encounters in his travels. Although he acknowledges them as musicians, 
their music is incomprehensible to him, and appears to come from everywhere at once 
– “from the heights, from the deeps … surrounding the listener, overwhelming him, 
crushing him” – causing the narrator to howl in pain (CS 282). Furthermore, the 
musical dogs’ “evolution” has made them capable of walking on their hind legs, 
“blatantly making a show of their nakedness” in front of other dogs (CS 284). Like 
the pigs in George Orwell’s Animal Farm, the musical dogs have committed the 
terrible “sin” of walking on two legs instead of four (an anthropomorphic trait that is 
frowned upon in the whole of dogdom). Significantly, the dog-narrator reacts by 
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 cursing them and their abomination: “Fie on them! They [are] uncovering their 
nakedness … they [are] doing that as though it were a meritorious act” (CS 284).  
 From his travels, the narrator comes to know another group of artists – the 
soaring dogs. Unlike the dog musicians, he does not meet these flying dogs in the 
flesh, but becomes acquainted with the strange floating beasts from conversations 
with other dogs. And despite his admiration for their ability “to float in the air,” he 
also wonders about “the dumb senselessness of these existences” (CS 294). For the 
soaring dogs are completely detached from the dog community: “They hover in the 
air, and that is all … someone now and then refers to art and artists but there it ends” 
(CS 294). What the flying dogs do – hanging in the air – is unproductive, and hardly 
considered artistic. When the narrator tries to find out more about the soaring dogs 
and their way of life, he discovers that these airborne dogs “are perpetually talking” 
and “philosophising,” but their philosophies contribute nothing to knowledge (CS 
295). In addition, the flying dogs are very small, about the size of the narrator’s head 
when fully-grown, and “invariably alone” when they are in the air (CS 293, 296). The 
air-dogs therefore invoke in the readers a sense of the ethereal with their smallness, a 
smallness that contrasts with Rotpeter and Gregor the giant myriapod, and which will 
continue to diminish when we come to Josephine the singing mouse.  
 What is more, the soaring dogs’ talents for flying and mindless jabber are 
essentially useless in dogdom, just like the meaningless music that emits from the 
musical dogs. Once again, (human) art is depicted as futile and pointless in the animal 
kingdom, the same way Rotpeter scorns at the performance of “a couple of acrobats” 
in the variety theatre: “ ‘And that too is human freedom,’ I thought, ‘self controlled 
movement.’ What a mockery of holy Mother Nature!” (CS 253). As mentioned in the 
introduction of “First Sorrow,” what humanity celebrates as one of the displays of 
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 human excellence – gymnastics – is here perceived by the ape as something contrived 
and unnatural. This clash in opinions is in fact a reflection of a fundamental difference 
between the human and the animal: the human desire to transcend our corporeality 
into a higher ideal against the animal’s contentment and completeness in its animality.  
 In the narrative, the dog-narrator himself unwittingly commits something 
unnatural (and human-related) – thus losing respect in his community – while 
pursuing one of his experiments concerning the science of food. In an attempt to 
distinguish his research from those of other dog scientists, with a dedication to his 
profession not unlike his human counterparts, the narrator decides to “fast completely 
as long as I could stand it, and at the same time avoid all sight of food, all temptation” 
(CS 306). Once decided, he feeds himself one last time and finds a suitable place “in 
an outlying clump of bushes” to begin his fast. However, the side effects from his 
hunger cause him to suffer from his experiment. 
 
I was, after an abrupt farewell to all my imaginations and my sublime feelings, 
totally alone with the hunger burning in my entrails. “That is my hunger,” I 
told myself countless times during this stage, as if I wanted to convince myself 
that my hunger and I were still two things and I could shake it off like a 
burdensome lover; but in reality we were very painfully one. […] The way 
goes through fasting; the highest, if it is attainable, is attainable only by the 
highest effort, and the highest effort among us is voluntary fasting. (CS 308-9) 
 
In an act that harks back to the hunger artist and his art, the narrator voluntarily fasts 
in a bid to reach the pinnacle of his profession by annulling, not himself, but all the 
previous discoveries concerning the science of food recorded by his fellow scientists. 
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 (For his ability to fast indefinitely will incontrovertibly point to the worthlessness of 
food as a source of sustenance for dogs.) However, what he does not anticipate is the 
incredible hunger pangs that he feels while he is abstaining from food. Nonetheless, 
he resists the temptation to eat, because he refuses to submit himself to an “ordinary 
dog life” (CS 308). Rather, he aspires towards personal fulfilment and the promised 
reward that is conferred to the outstanding scientist who achieves breakthroughs in his 
experiments. However, the narrator fails to win the garland. Instead, he makes an 
unfortunate discovery of a “threefold prohibition regarding fasting” that was set down 
by two dog sages (CS 310). This realisation nearly destroys him, and he relinquishes 
his experiment, cursing himself “for having been led astray by it” (CS 310). 
 At the same time, the research has inevitably taken a toll on him, and “now the 
unspoiled ardour of youth is gone forever. It vanished in the great privations of that 
first fast” (CS 309). The act of fasting, despite its failure as an experiment, has opened 
his eyes to privation and suffering, and, like the gymnast in “First Sorrow,” his 
transition from innocence into a heightened sense of experience and self-awareness is 
a permanent one which he cannot disregard, but has to accept as part of his education. 
Furthermore, instead of declaring invalid the previous studies concerning food, the 
narrator finds his own study invalidated by the ancient prohibition against fasting. 
This effectively shatters his spirits and ends his research career prematurely. The 
terrible discovery essentially effaces the scientific records that the dog researcher has 
been meticulously making throughout the story, and the narrative itself is rendered 
meaningless: his hypothesis has taken him on a wild goose chase which has amounted 
to nothing. In his quest for prominence, the narrator ironically brings about his own 
exile from the academic community and, on a structural level, from the text itself.  
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 “Josephine the Singer”  
 Often regarded as Kafka’s final assessment of what it means to be an artist, 
“Josephine the Singer” begins with the introduction of Josephine, the singer of the 
mouse folk. As a singing mouse, Josephine enjoys great prominence in her 
community. According to the unnamed mouse-narrator in the story, “Anyone who has 
not heard [Josephine] does not know the power of song. There is no one but is carried 
away by her singing, a tribute all the greater as we are not in general a music-loving 
race” (CS 360). An impressive introduction for a creature which would be nothing 
more than an insignificant rodent in the human world.  
 As the narrative unfolds, and as we are given more (contradictory) information 
about Josephine’s art, we begin to wonder if Josephine really is a singer, and if she 
really does sing. The narrator himself appears to be somewhat confused about this: 
“Is it in fact singing at all? Although we are unmusical we have a tradition of singing; 
in the old days our people did sing … Thus we have an inkling of what singing is, and 
Josephine’s art does not really correspond to it” (CS 361). And further:  
 
Is it not perhaps just a piping? And piping is something we all know about, it 
is the real artistic accomplishment of our people … We all pipe, but of course 
no one dreams of making out that our piping is an art, we pipe without 
thinking of it, indeed without noticing it. [… And] when you sit before her, 
you know: this piping of hers is no piping. (CS 261-2) 
  
In addition, there are mixed sentiments among the mouse folk regarding Josephine’s 
singing. The adherents have no doubt about her musical skills, and reassure her 
constantly of this (CS 367); her opponents, on the other hand, are equally forceful in 
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 their stance: “She can’t even pipe; she has to put such a terrible strain on herself to 
force out not a song – we can’t call it song – but some approximation to our usual 
customary piping” (CS 364). 
 All these differences in opinions point to a miscommunication, or perhaps 
even a lack of communication between Josephine and the mouse folk. To ascertain the 
truth behind this mystery, we must ask one pertinent question: What does her song 
sound like? Unfortunately, the narrator can provide no clear description of it. Even 
though he has “often thought about what [her] music … really means,” he confesses 
that he can make no sense of it:  
 
The simplest answer would be that the beauty of her singing is so great that 
even the most insensitive cannot be deaf to it, but this answer is not 
satisfactory. If it were really so, her singing would have to give one an 
immediate and lasting feeling of being something out of the ordinary, a feeling 
that from her throat something is sounding which we have never heard before 
and which we are not even capable of hearing, something that Josephine alone 
and no one else can enable us to hear. (CS 360) 
 
The narrator’s explanation remains ambivalent, and despite his defence for 
Josephine’s nebulous singing, and his (as well as others’) steadfast admiration of her 
position as a singer (CS 362), it is becoming quite apparent that there is no evidence 
of Josephine’s singing, to the point where we can deduce that Josephine does not sing, 
and that her songs are derived from neither singing nor piping, for there is nothing – 
no song – to begin with. Let us now go back to the narrative’s introductory lines: 
“Anyone who has not heard her does not know the power of song. There is no one but 
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 is carried away by her singing…” Hidden in these statements are in fact double 
negatives which function not to cancel out the negation in the sentences but to further 
emphasise it. The litotes that Kafka uses in the statements works to mask this negation 
by giving them a semblance of approbation to the reader. As Norris elaborates:  
 
The litotic structure of these statements turns them into understatements, into 
intensified praises of the singer. Only much later, when we have begun to 
doubt that Josefine is a singer, that she has ever sung, or ever been heard, do 
we hear the literal residue behind the trope in these words. The double 
negative, the denial of the contrary, suggests the possibility that there may 
have been nothing there in the first place – no song, no singer – and that the 
statements refer only to a void or a trace. (1983, 369, original emphasis) 
 
Thus by going back to the beginning of the narrative, one finds the negation or “trace” 
of Josephine’s singing that enables it to be anything to anyone who wishes to say (or 
write) something about it. Josephine herself guards this secret closely in the narrative. 
She denies “any connection between her art and ordinary piping” and differentiates 
her song from the mere piping of the mouse folk by varying her performances during 
her concerts (declaring herself injured; not singing as well as she can; or elevating the 
performance to new, “incredible heights”) (CS 362, 370). At the same time, she 
tinkers with the grace notes of her music, curtailing them, then restoring them, and 
afterwards threatening to completely delete them from her scores (CS 374). All of 
these are part of Josephine’s strategy to take the mouse folk’s attention away from the 
songs, which are non-existent.  
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  Perhaps it is this presence of an absence which Josephine calls her song, that 
provides her with “the enormous influence she has” over the mouse folk. This 
negation-that-is-her-song unites the mice in times of peril – “as if we were drinking 
… from a cup of peace in common before the battle” (CS 367) – causing Josephine to 
see herself as the protector of the mice, when in reality it is the absence in/of her song 
that creates a difference. For the trace is what generates chance (fortune, luck) even 
(or especially) in the face of great “menaces that loom over” mouse people: 
“Josephine exerts herself, a mere nothing in voice, a mere nothing in execution, she 
asserts herself and gets across to us; it does us good to think of that” (CS 367). What 
appears to be insignificant, “a mere nothing,” is in fact crucial to the mice; it is what 
gives hope and comfort in times of difficulties, and which provides possibilities for 
the future, for that which is otherwise impossible to contend with, or even conceive. 
 Yet, her art (or its absence) proves too much for Josephine. Although she is 
constantly assured by her supporters of the existence and significance of her singing, 
she is not “spared from perceiving that the mere fact of our listening to her is proof 
that she is no singer” (CS 367-8). For the silence will reveal the emptiness in her 
song, it will prove that she is no singer. The mouse folk ultimately admire her not for 
her song (which she has none), but her failure as a singer. For it is a failure which 
induces discourse within the mouse community, and which generates “lies and half-
truths” that contribute to the progress of the mouse people. Not surprisingly, 
Josephine does not tolerate this for long.  As the narrator cautions, she “does not want 
mere admiration, she wants to be admired exactly in the way she prescribes” (CS 
362), and this being “public, unambiguous, permanent recognition of her art” (CS 
372).  But Josephine fails to see that her art is a non-art. It is an art which cancels 
itself out, that erases its trace even as it presents it. As such, the demand she makes 
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 cannot be met even if the mouse folk wanted to oblige her. To challenge this 
irreducible gap between her art (which is voided) and her desire to be acknowledged 
as an artist, Josephine stops singing altogether. Her silence (a protest) is succeeded by 
her sudden disappearance: “Josephine has vanished, she will not sing; she will not 
even be cajoled into singing, this time she has deserted us entirely” (CS 376).  
 Like her art (which collapses the difference between music and silence), 
Josephine ceases to exist the moment she stops pretending to sing. From the narrative, 
it is not possible to establish whether Josephine has simply left the mouse community, 
or passed away. However, it does not matter anymore: “Just as music and silence, 
instead of being logically mutually exclusive, become identical elsewhere in the story, 
so life and death, which should also be logically mutually exclusive, become identical 
as their difference collapses” (Norris 1983, 382). As it is, Josephine’s disappearance 
has little (or no) impact on her previous existence. Like her song, she is a negation for 
the mouse folk, something which they cannot acquire or lose. Written in the spring of 
1924, the final year of Kafka’s life, we cannot but read “Josephine the Singer” in the 
light of Kafka’s acute awareness of mortality and his impending death. Perhaps 
Kafka, in his last days, rendered mute by his tuberculosis and coughing blood from 
his lungs, wanted – like Josephine – to disappear from the world, his sufferings being 
too much for him to bear.61 Perhaps he had given up the struggle for life, and sought 
from death the comfort which he always believed it would provide. Whatever the case 
may be, the dissolution of Josephine from the narrative marks another (indeed, the 
last) turning point in Kafka’s writing which sees the complete disappearance of the 
protagonist from the page of the text. This trajectory that I have been tracking – from 
                                                 
61 In his final hours, Kafka was reported to have suffered so much that he begged his doctor to give him 
enough morphine to kill him. However, his friend Robert Klopstock, a doctor as well, interjected and 
advised the doctor to administer another painkiller instead. Amidst his struggles, both with himself and 
with his friend and the doctor, Kafka eventually drifted off to sleep and passed away (Karl 755). 
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 human to animal and now to nonentity – will come to an end, or reach its destination, 









Our salvation is death, but not this death.  
 





How does one conclude a discussion on Kafka? I have been thinking about the 
difficulties that come with a task like this, with a writer like Kafka. And it is ironic to 
be offering a conclusion to what I have discussed, especially when I have specifically 
(and deliberately) started this discussion by highlighting the impossibility of reading 
Kafka with clarity or certainty. For his singularly unique but complex and obscure 
narratives are themselves a testament of his resistance against any definitive reading. 
Therefore, one can only hope to read Kafka partially, and never conclusively. Strictly 
speaking, there are no ideal approaches or methods to reading Kafka, although there 
might be, and I say this tentatively, a way for us to emerge from the burrow we have 
entered. But perhaps that is precisely the point. The fact that we are unable to say or 
write anything without referring to the impossibility of actually reading a Kafkan text 
as if it can be read points to the text’s irreducible difference from itself, making it – in 
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 the classic Kafkaesque style – a hybrid creature (or that which always slips away from 
definition) with the inexhaustible potential for alternative readings. My reading of 
Kafka, then, is but another possibility, another way of entering/exiting his maze, the 
multi-passage labyrinth which hides as much as it reveals. This is the ultimate truth of 
the Kafkan text. To find it, we must first forget that we are trying to find it; we must 
let ourselves get lost in the labyrinth of his work, his burrow, and from there begin to 
find a way out for ourselves. Only this way can we emerge from the burrow that is his 
work. But the burrow is huge, and its passages endless, so where do we start? Let us 
follow our noses, and begin by looking for the reclusive burrower in Kafka’s 
penultimate tale “The Burrow.”  
 By the time Kafka completed “The Burrow” in the winter of 1923, the 
tuberculosis had caused such a wreckage in his body that he was a mere shadow of 
the (already) weak and emasculated person he always thought himself to be. He was 
thirty-nine years old. He weighed barely a hundred pounds without his clothes. And 
he suffered from shortness of breath, periodic chills, fever, and a general lethargy 
(Karl 745). As the disease worsened in the spring of 1924, his larynx became 
inflamed and he lost his ability to speak and eat. Like the hunger artist, Kafka was 
literally starving to death. Consequently, he dwindled “physically down to nothing” 
(Karl 751, emphasis mine) – not unlike the myriapod or the mouse singer Josephine – 
as the disease steadily and literally consumed him from within. 
 We can imagine how difficult it was for Kafka to continue to write given his 
physical condition and his state of mind during this harrowing period of his life. All 
his anxieties and the corporeal difficulties he experienced when he was writing would 
have been magnified in the face of this disease which was slowly destroying him. 
However, Kafka stubbornly persisted in working and he surprised everyone by 
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 producing three short stories – “The Burrow,” “A Little Woman,” and “Josephine the 
Singer” – in less than a year.62 Significantly, the strain from the tuberculosis was 
beginning to take its toll on his body as well as his mind, and the stories that he wrote 
during this time reflected that change in him. “The Burrow,” in particular, presents a 
narrator who is semi-delirious and obsessed with his construct – the burrow – and 
who works hard to defend his lair from an (imaginary?) adversary, a powerful beast 
which he claims is lurking around the vicinity of his burrow. Accompanying his fears 
and uncertainties is an inexplicable sense of impending doom – which mirrors other 
narratives like “The Judgement” – that courses through the narrative, invoking in the 
reader a feeling of entrapment, of a closing-in of the surrounding environment which 
might eventually lead to an implosion and the death of the burrower. Adding to that 
tension is the noise that the burrower hears in his burrow, a faint, regular whistling, 
the source of which cannot be ascertained, but which appears to be coming from 
everywhere in the burrow: “In reality it is exactly the same noise wherever I may hear 
it … Nor is it growing louder; I recognise this when I listen in the middle of the 
passage instead of pressing my ear against the wall. […] But it is this very uniformity 
of the noise everywhere that disturbs me most” (CS 345). 
 Critics have linked the beast and the noise in the burrow to Kafka’s 
tuberculosis, and not without good reasons. To begin with, the whistling noise in the 
burrow recalls Kafka’s own wheezing when he breathed or coughed, a condition that 
many tubercular patients shared. In addition, Kafka himself had referred to his cough 
as “the animal” in him (Stine 72), ironically acknowledging the becoming-animal 
which was now taking place in his own body, to liberate him by destroying him, a 
becoming-animal into a becoming-dead. Although this is a valid reading, we must be 
                                                 
62 Kafka wrote from the middle of 1923 to early 1924, after which he published A Hunger Artist. 
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 careful not to associate everything that Kafka wrote during this period with his 
disease. It is also counterproductive to rely too much on biographical information in 
our reading of the text – as I have highlighted at the start of my paper – as it obscures 
other important elements in the text itself. There is no doubt that the beast is an 
adversary and a potential threat to the security of the burrow, as the burrower avers in 
the narrative (CS 354). Its actual function in the text, however, remains ambivalent. 
To understand the beast and its purpose in the narrative, we need to first address the 
complexity of the text itself. 
 The first complication which inevitably comes with reading “The Burrow” in 
English, concerns the problem of translation. The title, which is translated from the 
German “Der Bau,” forecloses the possibility of reading the burrower’s construct in 
alternative ways. In German, the word Bau may refer to quite a number of things: a 
burrow, a hole, a lair, but also a building, a structure, a construction, a location, even a 
guard house. These alternative meanings for Bau makes reading “Der Bau” a much 
more challenging exercise, in which the burrower can also be an architect, a 
construction site worker, or even a sentry. And even as we read “The Burrow” in its 
translation, it is important to bear in mind these alternative senses of the “burrower” 
and the “burrow,” which will enable us to carry out a more rigorous examination of 
the text. 
 The next complication, somewhat related to the first, involves the idea of 
appearances in the story. For “The Burrow,” beginning from its title, is essentially not 
what it appears to be. The burrower himself underlines the text’s preoccupation with 
appearances in the first sentence of the narrative: “I have completed the construction 
of my burrow and it seems to be successful” (CS 325, emphasis mine). What the 
burrower says here is that he has apparently finished building the burrow, although he 
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 is unsure if it will serve its purpose. However, as the narrative progresses, we discover 
that, contrary to the narrator’s assertion, the burrow is incomplete, a built environment 
that is subject to constant reviews and modifications by its builder (CS 331). More 
importantly, we realise that the essence of the burrow lies in its very instability; that 
is, an inherent capacity to modify itself, to be a work-in-progress. Certainly, this is 
only possible because of the fluidity of the structure, a structure which is in fact 
nothing. As Thorlby observes, “A burrow is essentially a hole made in solid ground; 
at the same time that it is a construction it consists of nothing at all” (47).  
 Because a burrow is something made out of nothing, its permutations are 
practically limitless. In this way, it is not unlike a piece of writing or a painting, which 
are never actually finished but interrupted by external events and circumstances, such 
as the advent of a war or the artist’s own decision to stop writing/painting. Like the 
gymnast in “First Sorrow” or even Kafka himself, the burrower is an artist (he 
describes himself as a “young apprentice” who has matured into an “old architect” 
[CS 357]) who is proud of his art and who, like the officer in the “Penal Colony,” 
relentlessly pursues the transfiguration that his art is capable of bestowing on him. 
Significantly, the moment in which he experiences this enlightenment is accompanied 
by an intense physical movement that mirrors the execution of a balletic or acrobatic 
stunt: “I listen no longer, I jump up, all life is transfigured; it is as if the fountains 
from which flows the silence of the burrow were unsealed” (CS 350). The scene is 
presented as if from the point-of-view of a gymnast who is performing his (or her) 
sequence on the trapeze, his entire being focused on perfecting his execution to the 
point where the boundaries between his body and his art blur. Like Kafka, the 
burrower believes that he must focus all his physical energies on his burrowing in 
order to realise his artistic aspirations. In addition, this blurring of boundaries between 
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 the artwork and the artist (a recurring image in Kafka’s stories) enables them to 
become one. As the burrower confirms: “There is no need for me even to take thought 
to know what the burrow means to me; I and the burrow belong so indissolubly 
together” (CS 340).  
 The final complication in our reading of the text stems from an overwhelming 
sense of uncertainty in the narrative which occurs in a variety of ways. One example 
of this uncertainty is the blurring of boundaries between the artist and his art, a point 
which I have discussed above. Apart from that, the word “burrow” can be read in its 
numerous senses in the narrative. Firstly, the burrow is a work of art, a product of the 
burrower’s blood and toil, as we have established earlier. In addition, it is defined by 
the burrower as a “refuge” and a “fortress,” a place which is warm, self-sufficient, and 
that separates him from the rest of the world (CS 333, 338). However, the burrow is 
also the burrower’s link to the world above, and the entrance that is “covered by a 
movable layer of moss” functions simultaneously as an exit from which he can escape 
in times of danger (CS 325-6). More importantly, the “upper world” provides him 
with food – small animals which he periodically comes up to hunt for (CS 341) – and 
is therefore the key to his survival. The narrator’s assertion that the burrow is self-
sufficient is possibly an attempt to hide his anxieties and fears. As he reveals in one of 
his vulnerable moments: “Now the truth of the matter – one [is never] free from 
anxieties inside [the burrow]” (CS 339). The reason for the burrower’s anxieties 
becomes clearer when we refer to one of Kafka’s notebook entries, which can be used 
to describe the burrow: “My prison cell – my fortress” (WP 417). On the one hand, 
the burrow-as-fortress can protect and shelter the burrower; on the other hand, it can 
also trap and destroy him – like a prison cell. In addition, the burrower is responsible 
for the burrow’s security (CS 334): he is, paradoxically, the protector of his burrow 
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 even as he uses it to protect him. To complicate things further, the burrower and the 
burrow are inextricably linked to each other, making them both vulnerable to the 
attacks from their enemies: “The vulnerability of the burrow has made me vulnerable; 
any wound to it hurts me as if I myself were hit” (CS 355). As a result of all these 
complications and intricate connections between the burrower and his construct, the 
burrow inevitably contributes to the burrower’s anxieties. And because these anxieties 
are never alleviated, they manifest into something worse: paranoia, a sense of doom, 
and even the beast lurking in the vicinity, all of which we will be looking at below.  
 Several factors cause the burrower to remain obscure in the story. To begin 
with, Kafka’s use of the first-person narrative limits the amount of information that 
the reader receives: one is essentially made to see things from the biased/limited 
perspective of the narrator. Moreover, the burrower’s focus on his burrow and the 
inner world of his mind makes it difficult for the reader to see him in physical terms. 
Although the burrower does reveal some of his physical attributes when he talks about 
his work, his dietary habits, or his antagonistic feelings towards his adversaries, it is 
not enough for us to even visualise the way he moves in the burrow, let alone how he 
looks. As such, the burrower’s identity (is he a man or a beast?) remains elusive to us 
throughout the narrative. Although he is initially presented as an analytical and 
methodical creature, particularly in his planning and construction of the burrow (CS 
325), the introduction of the imaginary beast also reveals his savage and bloodthirsty 
nature: “I would certainly have launched myself at his throat, forgetting everything 
else in my anxiety for the burrow” (CS 334). Furthermore, some of the physical 
attributes of the burrower – the sharp claws and teeth; the hammer-like forehead; the 
brute strength (CS 358, 328, 340) – remain suspiciously animalistic, a jarring contrast 
to the pensive, self-reflexive (i.e. anthropomorphic) way in which he narrates the 
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 story. Significantly, this serves to further complicate (rather than clarify) the 
burrower’s identity. 
 On another level, the burrower’s ability to constantly escape definition allows 
him to slip into various identities and become other than himself. The impossibility of 
seeing the burrower as a corporeal being with distinct physical characteristic also 
makes it easier for the reader to imagine this radical alterity within his self. This is 
ultimately the reason why the burrower and his burrow can “belong indissolubly 
together.” This in turn enables me to suggest that the burrower (the self) and the beast 
(the other) are two parts of an equation. Like life, “which supports death and 
maintains itself in it” (Blanchot 1999, 398), the burrower and the beast are entirely 
dependent on each other for their continued existence. This is one possible reason for 
the elusive statement – “But all remained unchanged” – at the end of the narrative. 
For a change would mark the end of the burrower, as well as the beast: the day the 
burrower meets his adversary will be the day he dies from an implosion in his head, 
for the enemy is what has been conceived by himself; it is a figment of his 
imagination. Consequently, the day the burrower dies will be the day the beast ceases 
to exist. To disrupt the equilibrium of their (co-) existence will be to destroy them. 
More importantly, the nebulous body of the burrower also marks the end of the 
trajectory of the devolving Kafkan artist that I have been tracking in my paper. For 
with the burrower we are presented with an image of the artist that is a non-image: it 
is an image that is constantly slipping out of our grasp. To see the burrower, we must 
first understand his flight from himself. We must stop trying to see him in definitive 
terms, in his self, and recognise him in his otherness. 
 Significantly, we must read the burrower’s possibility for transformation 
alongside the burrow’s potential for variation. Because the narrative collapses the 
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 difference between the burrower and the burrow, allowing the artist to become his 
artwork, any quality belonging to (or a change in) the burrow will necessarily be 
reflected in the burrower, and vice versa. Now recall that the burrow is something 
created from nothing. It is an empty space, a void. This implies that the burrower can 
also be read as “nothing” – he is effectively a nonentity. At the same time, however, 
the burrower (like Kafka) is a craftsman, an artisan. He is a creator, the maker of a 
labyrinth. Beyond the level of the narrative, the burrower is also a connector in 
Kafka’s “burrow” (his literary corpus), a key node that generates numerous (and 
possibly interminable) linkages that connect Kafka’s texts one to the other. I have 
already provided some of these intertextual connections above. In addition, I will state 
five more connections here:  
 
1) The burrower’s capacity for movement and play in the burrow – “What a joy 
to lie pressed against the rounded outer wall, pull oneself on firm earth, and 
play all those games literally upon the Castle Keep” (CS 346) – mirrors 
Gregor’s favourite pastime of crawling across walls and ceilings; 
  
2) The burrower’s masochistic behaviour of flinging himself into a thorn bush as 
“a punishment for some sin [he does] not know of” (CS 336) recalls the 
condemned prisoner’s sufferings on the Harrow;  
 
3) The burrower’s ability to go without food “for a long time” in order to work 




 4) The experiments that the burrower conducts to test the security of his burrow – 
“I dig an experimental burrow, naturally at a good distance from the real 
entrance, a burrow just as long as myself, and seal it also with a covering of 
moss. I creep into my hole, close it after me, wait patiently, keep vigil for long 
or short spells … and summarise my observations” (CS 336) – mirrors the 
dog-narrator and his scientific experiments; 
 
5) And finally, the “whistling” or “piping” in the burrow (CS 353) brings to mind 
Josephine and her singing/piping. 
  
 These numerous connections to the other Kafkan texts establish the burrower 
as the connector par excellence in Kafka’s oeuvre. More than just a story, “The 
Burrow” is a demonstration of Kafka’s rhizome, a prime example of the 
interconnectedness of his writings. Yet, is it any surprise that the burrower possesses 
the ability to make links throughout Kafka’s literary corpus? For the title of the story 
indicates the burrower’s potential for this intertextuality, this interconnectivity; it is 
the Castle Keep, the “chief cell” which holds together Kafka’s diverse body of work 
so as to form a collective assemblage, a complicated network of interconnecting lines, 
each of them making references and lending meaning to another and then another. 
The burrower (with his insignificance) is what gives significance and signification to 
an otherwise ambiguous and perplexing conglomerate of stories, letters, journal 
entries, as well as other fragments that Kafka had written during his lifetime (more of 
which are set to be unravelled as this paper is being written),63 and which continue to 
                                                 
63 A number of boxes containing unpublished papers, drawings, and manuscripts belonging to Kafka 
have been discovered in bank vaults in Zürich and Tel Aviv. The Swiss and Israeli governments have 
ordered that the documents be taken out, and they are, at the time of writing, being examined by a 
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 create meaning and generate discourse among the texts themselves. The ambiguities 
and ambivalence in Kafka’s work are what provide us with the interpretations we are 
able to draw from his texts. Just like how we can choose to read or represent the body 
in numerous ways, we may interpret Kafka in the ways which best make sense to us. 
The body, then, is both a major theme in Kafka’s writings and also a fitting metaphor 
for the kind of fiction he writes. The Kafkaesque, in essence, is a hybrid creature 
which carries within it the concept of the self and the other. It is at once all that we are 
familiar with and everything that we want to repress. That is what lies at the core of 
Kafka’s work. 
 This is where we exit from Kafka’s burrow. And although it seems overly 
ambitious to say that we can connect “The Burrow” to potentially anything in Kafka’s 
body of work, it is not something entirely inconceivable. After all, even the 
observation that “this does not connect with the text” makes a connection between 
this and the text with which it is trying to connect. Yet, the possibility of reading a 
failure to connect as a kind of connection brings with it a force (a potency, a power) 
that is also a negation. This negation (or force), which gives us (im)possibilities, 
might ultimately be the very thing that prevents us from reading a (Kafkan) text in 
certain ways and not others. However, what is revealed (or repressed) by this power 
always differs from itself, and “nothing can stop it from continuing to assert itself as 
continually differing possibility” (Blanchot 1999, 398). Given time, what was 
repressed may be revealed, and vice versa. We see an example of this in one of 
Kafka’s diary entries. In this passage, what had begun as an innocent observation of a 
physical discomfort was transformed, right after Kafka’s death, into one of his most 
                                                                                                                                            
panel of experts and literary scholars to shed light on their contents. Information taken from the article 
“Lawyers open cache of unpublished Kafka manuscripts,” from the Guardian online, accessed 190710.  
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2010/jul/19/lawyers-open-unpublished-kafka-manuscripts  
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 enigmatic predictions. I shall leave you with this diary entry, written on October 9, 
1911: 
 
I’ll hardly reach my fortieth birthday, however; the frequent tension over the 
left half of my skull, for example, speaks against it – it feels like an inner 
leprosy which, when I only observe it and disregard its unpleasantness, makes 
the same impression on me as the skull cross-section in textbooks, or as an 
almost painless dissection of the living body where the knife – a little 
coolingly, carefully, often stopping and going back, sometimes lying still – 
splits still thinner the paper-thin integument close to the functioning parts of 
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* This figure is taken from the website Palaeos: The History of Life on Earth, inside the subsection 
Myriapoda. The website traces the beginning of life on Earth through two main categories, Life (Bios) 
and Time (Chronos). The former discusses the life and evolution of creatures from the prehistoric eras, 
while the latter details the development of life within the various time periods of prehistoric Earth. 
Accessed 171109. 
http://www.palaeos.com/Invertebrates/Arthropods/Myriapoda/Myriapoda.html#Myriapoda 
